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	1. Prologue

**Well, I finally decided to take the plunge and write something. Updates will be slow since it takes me a month to basically write 3k words, and since I have no clue what I'm doing, this should be quite the adventure for all of us. Since my goal is to get better as a writer, I welcome all criticism. I'm a tech monkey so this will be my first attempt to write something creative - let's hope I don't crash and burn. I'm shaking my magic 8-ball and asking it if my story will be any good, and it says "Very doubtful". So, read at your own risk.**

**For those who haven't figured it out yet, I'm clueless. I'm sure that fact will become abundantly clear after you read what's presented below. Please expect all the newbie stupidity that comes along with a first story.**

**Some warnings. I'm rating this "T", but it will have offensive language, blood, torture, angst, mind control, sexual suggestiveness, and other such naughty topics. Nothing explicit along the love lines, since I can't write a love scene to save my life, but consider yourself warned (i.e. no lemons or yaoi. However, suggestive and creepy sexual situations will abound).**

**If it seems that I've rated the material wrong, let me know. The fiction will be dark and unhappy, so if you're looking for a fairytale ending, you've come to the wrong place.**

**This fiction is based on the "How to Train Your Dragon" movie by DreamWorks and book characters by Cressida Cowell (you'll see a mix). I own nothing, I get no money, so please don't sue. This is done only to gain some literary experience, and I will most likely be laughed at and humiliated by those who review the work. The plot and extra characters are the invention of my own twisted mind, so hopefully they will bring you either amusement, or many sleepless nights (**laughs maniacally**).**

**Last Warning: Buckle up, Buttercup. We're just getting started, and the ride gets bumpy from here...**

* * *

><p><em>Prologue:<em>

Darkness, impenetrable and immovable, filled the immense room like an palpable presence. The smell of exotic aromas hung thickly in the dank and musty air unnoticed by the cloaked occupant seated hunched in a large wooden chair before a small fire, completely lost in thought. The reflection of the flickering light from the red-orange flames danced wildly off cold, grey eyes, as fingers drummed mindlessly on the large wooden arm of the chair.

The complete silence of the room was broken only by the sound of approaching solitary footsteps, echoing off the stone floor of the long corridor leading to the room. After a brief time, the sound of the footsteps abruptly stopped and two loud knocks erupted into the room.

Not waiting for a response, the messenger slowly pushed open the heavy double mahogany doors (which appeared designed to keep errant sunlight and fresh air from invading the sanctuary), entered cautiously, and positioned himself a respectful distance from the back of the chair where the cloaked figure sat. Lowering his head and eyes toward the floor, he dropped onto his right knee in a gesture that yielded great authority to the figure seated before him. Raising his eyes slightly, he surveyed the room using the small amount of light that filtered in from the open doors.

The stone room was filled with herbs and potions which produced a smell that clung to and assaulted the man's nose and throat, making his head swim with dizziness. One of the four walls was lined, floor to ceiling, with moisture warped wooden shelves full of ancient looking books. The far wall was filled with numerous bottles of various sizes haphazardly arranged on similar looking shelves. The bottles contained strange looking herbs and odd colored liquids whose sole purpose, he reasoned, surely had evil intent.

Positioned a few feet in front of the potions wall rose a solid, black onyx pedestal which contained an open book that had obviously been heavily used. The pages looked worn, and the leather cover was ripped and dirty. An old metal cup seemed to have been placed judiciously next to the book. The cup held a solitary dagger encased in an ornate metal sheath, the smooth silver handle blemished only by two distinguishing makers' marks.

The unembellished wall to his right was made entirely of cold grey stone. The only distinguishable feature viewable in the omnipresent darkness were chains fastened to the wall. A large dark cabinet rested against the wall whose contents were hidden from view by blood stained doors. The sight made a small ripple of fear roll up the man's spine as he recalled the stories told by the guards. The dark fate of those unlucky victims burned in his mind and caused his heart to race. "A fate worse than death," he thought.

Without moving his head, the messenger's eyes shot upward. The ceiling rose high above, enveloped in ubiquitous darkness. The room was massive. It was designed for a specific purpose; a deadly purpose. One he dared not think about.

The messenger raised his head and began speaking to the back of the figure seated in front of the large, rectangular stone fire pit centered in the middle of the room. His voice hoarse and raspy, shaking slightly as he began his report. "I beg your forgiveness for the interruption, but I bring news." His voice full of tension and fear.

Without taking a breath, the messenger continued. "The mother is dead. It was carried out as you directed. No one suspects." The seated figure raised an eyebrow and a half-smile slowly broke over the hidden face. The messenger continued, "It's a boy. Sickly, but alive." The messenger finished his report and reverently bowed his head. A frown splashed across the face of the cloaked figure.

Immediately mental machinations were developed to counteract the unforeseen and unwanted variable. "The child can be dealt with. He's vulnerable. No one will suspect he's a target. Patience... I must be patient... The bond must be strong. It will make the nectar so much sweeter when the time arrives." The speed of the finger drumming increased, and the sound of nails on wood grew louder as a new plan speedily came to fruition. A large smile slowly broke across the figure's face as the mental scheme solidified.

The long silence that ensued after the messenger's report made his blood run cold. Fearing retribution for being the bearer of bad news, he fidgeted, struggling to control his visceral reaction to the fear rising in his chest. Pulled out of thought by the irritating motion from behind, the cloaked figure flicked a hand and dismissed him. A look of relief flashed across the face of the man.

The kneeling messenger rose and stood on shaky legs. He then bowed and slowly backed out of the room. As he started pulling the double doors closed, maniacal laughter erupted, rebounding and amplifying as it streamed passed him and cascaded down the corridor behind. The evil sound only being squelched as the heavy double doors were finally pulled closed.

For a brief moment the messenger stood motionless. His sweaty hands still clung tightly to the door handles, his shoulders hunched slightly and his head tilted down. He slowly exhaled a desperate breath and tried to steady his nerves as cold sweat ran down his back. Lifting his head and straightening his back, he released his tight grasp on the ornate handles, turned and paused.

Before leaving, he took note of the eerie patterns of light which shifted and moved across the floor before him. Scanning the area for the source, he realized that the late afternoon sun was scattering and reflecting off the metal cell doors that lined the corridor. Doors that hid dark and terrible secrets. Secrets of pain, despair, loneliness, agony and eventual death. All those secrets just to satiate the growing hunger of the monster in the room.

A small moan emanated from one of the cells and pulled the messenger away from his dark thoughts and back to reality. Feeling relief to be finally free from the oppression of the room, he began to retrace his steps back down the corridor. His gait quickened toward the rising steps at the far end as he sensed final freedom, feeling no guilt leaving all those untold secrets behind.


	2. This is Berk

**First, thanks to everyone for the reviews. Didn't seem to find one snicker among them, which is quite surprising.**

**Unfortunately, it seems I've somehow accidentally raised expectations. My magic-8 ball still says the story will stink, so be prepared to have your hopes dashed with the next few chapters. Seriously, I wasn't kidding... I stink, and you are about to bear witness to that fact.**

**If my English profs assessment of my writing skills was any indication of future chapters - i.e. me having the creativity of a sea sponge, and doubting English was indeed my first language - then there is nowhere to go but down!**

**Hell, y'all been warned... so my conscience is clear.**

**This chapter will be horribly boring and dull. Since DreamWorks and Cowell did the hard work by creating the environment and characters, this exercise in writing just gives me the opportunity to learn to setup a known story and lay out some characters. Hopefully, I'll be able to ****do this and still keep things interesting - but the jury is still out on that one.**

**The chapter should come across similarly to the first few minutes of the HTTYD movie where Hiccup describes Berk, and their life on the ****Island - with my story spin, of course.**

**You'll notice Hiccup's character is especially pathetic. This is done on purpose so that you can see a strong character development ****throughout the story - we need this because as the story gets darker, the main character has to grow and develop properly, otherwise the ****ending won't have y'all shocked and horrified, grabbing for your tissues and dabbing your eyes in despair.**

**Hopefully, I don't make the main character too much of a lame loser initially, but after my second read, Hiccup is pretty pathetic; ****maybe too much so for a proper character evolution. For me, the chapter is long, dense, and too pedantic to hold great appeal, but I've ****re-written it several times and it doesn't seem to improve. Ah, newbie plotting and writing errors manifesting already.**

**Again, all criticism is welcomed - the good, bad, and the ugly. If the situational and character setup missed the mark, or the intro is too short, too long, too boring, too lame, I'd appreciate my sorry ass being told. Please, rip it apart and tell me what I need to do better.**

**So, without further ado, it's time for us all to enjoy, and deride, my spelling and grammatical errors, as I put y'all to sleep with this snore of a background chapter; hoorah!**

**Last Warning: Buckle up, Buttercup... Like the sign says, blasting zone ahead, and the road ain't closed...**

**BTW, Happy Thanksgiving folks!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 1<br>==========

The Isle of Berk was one of the smallest Midgardian islands in the Barbaric Archipelago. Possessing a frigid climate, it had been described as being located twelve degrees north of Hopeless and just a few degrees south of Freezing to Death; lying solidly on the Meridian of Misery. It snowed nine months of the year and hailed the other three, as winter hung on with both hands and refused to let go.

The island's sole human inhabitants were a small tribe of unruly Vikings known as the Hairy Hooligans who were nearly as unpleasant as the island's weather. They were a tough and sturdy people who had lived and thrived on the island for seven generations, well adapted to surviving the brutal and unforgiving climate.

During the warm summer periods the Hooligans would ready themselves for their annual battles with the surrounding tribes, and the almost nightly onslaught of dragons who would besiege the island to hunt the Vikings' livestock. Out of necessity, the Hooligans became fierce and fearless warriors capable of defeating many types of foe.

In their world, devoted training and unrivaled bravery in battle were essential for survival. Of highest importance was to live, fight and die with honor, thereby preserving the prowess and glory of the tribe. Their traditions honored valiant and brave personalities and the training of younglings to be fearless fighters.

Progeny born into the tribe tended to be strong and healthy, and grew into fierce Viking warriors highly skilled in the use of the sword, spear, and battle-axe. They learned hand-to-hand combat and how to navigate ships using the stars and coastal landmarks as their guides. They were taught what a Viking could do; crush mountains, level forests, and tame seas. Boldness and courage were instilled in the young, and members of the clan who continued to grow in strength and fortitude with age were treated with reverence. Those who didn't were treated with disdain.

On rare occasions, infants were born who were small, underweight, weak, and fragile. These runts were believed to be bad luck, their presence in the tribe a disease that would weaken the next generation of Vikings, threatening the survival of all. Since Viking custom mandated that only the strong could belong, these "hiccups" were placed at the bottom of a low oceanic cliff where they were left to the mercy of Odin and the angry tide of the sea.

This story is about the birth of one such hiccup. Hiccup Horrendous Haddock III, the only child of Hooligan Chief Stoick the Vast and his wife Valhallarama the Brave.

Fate had never been more of a cruel mistress than in the lives of Stoick and Valhallarama. The question as to why Hiccup was born to a fierce and fearless Viking chief, when he clearly wasn't Viking material, remains unknown. It also remains unclear as to why Stoick disregarded the tribe's longstanding custom, vehemently refusing to abandon his infant son to the endless ocean to become just another forgotten soul whose existence was erased from Viking folklore.

Many speculated that Stoick couldn't bring himself to sever his only connection to Valhallarama, since he tragically lost his beloved wife shortly after child birth. Other's believed the curse of the runt had corrupted his soul and turned him soft. One thing almost all villagers agreed upon was that the small, premature infant was a curse and would never be accepted.

Stoick's perceived dishonor devastated his brother, Spitelout (the beerbelly) Jorgenson. Being the younger of the two, Spitelout's ascension to chief could only be accomplished through Stoick's untimely death. Now that Stoick had an heir, his aspirations of becoming chief dwindled to all but nothing; he felt robbed and cheated. His only consolation lay in the hope that Stoick's embarrassing runt would die in a training or hunting accident, fall fatally ill, or be killed in an attack, thus allowing his own son, Snotlout, to become the next chief of the Hooligans.

The idea of Hiccup becoming the next chief sent a collective shudder through the village. His shy and intellectual nature led him to be both kind and caring, not violent or aggressive in any way; the antithesis of what it meant to be a Viking. When he spoke it was with soft tones, his voice stuttering slightly due to his nervous and timid nature. The dark auburn-haired boy with innocent, emerald-green eyes was small and skinny, incapable of lifting a hammer or swinging an axe. His limbs were fragile little twigs and every rib on his chest could be easily counted under pale, freckled skin which stretched taut over his thin protruding bones.

From birth Stoick knew his son was "different": too clever to be a chief who respected tradition, too interested in books to be normal, and too curious to have the good common sense needed to protect himself from dangerous things like the ocean, cliffs, dragons, dangerous flora, sharp objects, or the fire pit in their home. Stoick feared that short of chaining the child to a wall, there would never be an adequate way to protect him from himself.

The child always seemed in imminent danger of dying, either by accident or illness, and to Spitelout's continued disappointment, neither type of tragedy seemed sufficient to summon the appropriate hellhound to drag the child kicking and screaming into the afterlife.

In stark contrast, his obnoxious, black-haired, black-eyed cousin grew into a strong hulking brute whose skilled fighting techniques were the envy of his peers. Snotlout towered over the other children, his arms like tree trunks, his muscle strength formidable, his barreled chest and broad shoulders rivaling any adult male in the village. In other words, the pure personification of everything it meant to be a Viking.

Although dull-witted, aggressive, and lacking many of the attributes needed to be a wise and effective leader, Snotlout's unrivaled fighting skills easily elevated him to a position of respect within the tribe far above Hiccup.

In a village full of Vikings, Hiccup was clearly an outsider, a freak of nature, isolated and unwanted, trapped in a village where nobody was like him or understood him; least of all his father. In the eyes of the village he was an outcast, and thus was branded with the stigma of being a social misfit, and an utter failure. He was alone amongst many who wouldn't think twice if he'd suddenly collapsed and died where he stood. On the contrary, his death seemed to be the secret desire of many whom still harbored resentment, refusing to acknowledge his existence for not being dealt with properly as an infant.

This seemed especially true of his uncle and cousin. Many a cruel night had been spent at their mercy, his cries of pain eliciting only laughter from his cold and vicious uncle. The child's ever-growing unVikingness seemed to stoke a cruel ember in Spitelout's heart, each day intensifying, temporarily squelched only by the smaller boy's torment at the hands of his older, more aggressive son.

Stoick would notice the varied injuries, some severe, when Hiccup would return home after visits with his uncle, but the injuries were always explained away by his brother as resulting from "rough play" with his cousin. A tale would be spun that portrayed Snotlout as only trying to help toughen and strengthen the younger lad, so ultimately, it was for Hiccup's own good.

Stoick found it difficult to believe ill of his only sibling, so accepted the explanations without question. With no rein on Snotlout's hand, the abuse only intensified over the years. Hiccup, too ashamed to appear weak in the eyes of his father, said nothing and accepted the physical abuse without complaint. Even when other children joined in the taunts and beatings, he suffered in silence. The parentally imposed mantra his father taught - Vikings are tough, strong, fearless, they laugh at pain, they never cry - repeatedly played in his mind while being beaten.

To Hiccup, his Dad's attempts to mold him into a true Viking simply came across as a father's disappointment in his son. Unfortunately, the more Stoick criticized his young son for his screw-ups, the louder the village chorus of complaints grew. The child was labeled and treated as the tribe pest by nearly everyone, except for the village blacksmith Gobber the Belch, Stoick's best friend and battle-brother.

In a desperate attempt to provide some kind of skill for the lad, as well as squash the growing unrest bubbling within the tribe, Stoick called upon Gobber to skill his young son in the art of smithing. Stoick reasoned that at the age of six the work would build strength and stamina in his tiny son, completely oblivious to the fact that the child arrived home nightly completely exhausted, too tired to eat, and covered in new scars and burns from the razor-sharp blades and molten metal that would ravish his little body.

As the apprentice's skills blossomed, his unrivaled gift for working with steel, iron, and leather, seemed matched only by his propensity for starting fires and disasters in the forge. On occasion, Hiccup's little inventions were extremely useful to the tribe, but in the eyes of the villagers, not worth the cost of his constant disobedience due to his overall lack of Vikingness.

As the downtrodden boy grew into a young teen, he remained shy and timid, his nervous stutter replaced by ironic sarcasm and self-deprecating humor. The change seemed to infuriate many in the village still determined to harass the child with taunts, their efforts proving less effective as he aged. The change in the boy brought about one unintended consequence for the Chief; his son withdrew almost completely, preferring to remain almost completely isolated in the safety of the forge, and in the company of his blacksmith mentor.

After a particularly difficult day spent surreptitiously avoiding Snotlout and his throng of sycophants, determined to mete out punishment for some imaginary trespass, Hiccup found himself seeking solace in the forge. As he pounded the metal of his latest invention into an intricate shape, beads of sweat ran down his face and back wetting his hair and clothes. His overheated and achy body gently soothed by the cool fall air which slowly crept into the forge which mixed deliciously with stifling heat radiated by the pit fire.

Completely immersed in his current project, Hiccup had lost track of the hour, not realizing the sun had long since set. His focus was abruptly broken when a unusually loud crack of thunder roared overhead. Startled by the noise, he instinctively dropped his hammer, rushed to the armory wall, and grabbed a small dagger before coming to a halt in front of the large forge door. As his heart pounded in his throat and his body shook with fear, he readied himself for another dragon raid. Collecting his courage, he threw open the door and yelled, "I'm coming Dad!", only to be immediately smacked in the face with a rush of frigidly cold air causing him to stagger back, reminding him that the unseasonably cold fall had put the dragons into their winter slumber cycle early.

As Hiccup stood in the doorway slightly dazed, another crack of thunder boomed overhead. As the rumble echoed away, he blinked his eyes rapidly and looked up into the menacing sky, watching as lightning streaks danced above. As if on cue, small droplets of icy rain began striking his face. He closed his eyes and allowed cool water to run down his cheeks, waking his drowsy mind before finally lowering his head and trudging back into the forge.

A rumble in Hiccups stomach, almost as loud as the thunder, stopped him in his tracks. Feeling empty and weak, Hiccup moved his hand to his stomach, with hunched shoulders he squeezed the fabric of his tunic, scrunching his nose in discomfort. In his determination to avoid Snotlout's gang, he realized he hadn't eaten all day - again. At this point, his only options were to either wait until morning to get a meal at the Great Hall, or head home and brave the latest concoction his father called 'dinner', while simultaneously being subjected to another unending litany - which could be extended indefinitely - of his failings as a Viking, and a son.

Neither choice seemed especially appealing since each involved the critical and disappointed look of either the entire village, or his father. With a pained look on his face, he decided secret option number three was the best choice; get some sleep at the forge, and at dawn head out into the forest to hopefully find something edible. As another loud rumble shook his abdomen, Hiccup thought with discomfort, 'Morning can't come soon enough.'

Hiccup sighed and walked toward the back of the forge, entering a small work room given to him by Gobber. Pulling a chair to his desk, he opened a leather bound notebook littered with drawings, scribbles and calculations. He turned to a well-worn page which detailed a complicated cable and pulley system that appeared to launch a net. Hiccup frowned at the open page before him, unconsciously running his hand through his damp, tousled hair and down the back of his neck, rubbing slowly as he mentally struggled to integrate all the complicated moving parts into a coherent structure. "I know I can get this to work...", he mumbled, "... no more disappointed scowls. No more Hiccup the Useless."

Feeling light-headed and weak from the lack of food, Hiccup's exhaustion became more pronounced, making it even more difficult to concentrate on the work. He rubbed his eyes, stretched, rose from his seat, and made his way over to the window to take in some fresh cool air to clear his foggy mind.

Propping up his elbows on the window sill, he rested his chin in his palms. Even in the rainy, murky darkness of the night, he could make out the beginning preparations for the upcoming Winterfyllith ceremony taking place on the next full moon. The celebration, which was one of the tribes most important yearly traditions, was held in honor their ancestral spirits. It was a time to pay tribute to those brave and courageous souls who lost their lives in battle. It was also a time for promoting kinship and friendship among tribe members, and for Hiccup, it was also the loneliest time of the year.

He had no siblings, his mother had died when he was an infant, and during the festival his father led the ceremony and mingled with the villagers, leaving precious little time for Hiccup. Left alone to wander the celebration, it was painful for Hiccup to hear all the mirthful laughter and see the comradery, knowing he wasn't welcomed anywhere. There was no home he could visit; no friend with whom to share a laugh. 'Just another time of the year to get ignored and be invisible... or worse.' he thought.

Looking out into the square Hiccup's mind wandered to several past celebrations which were particularly painful. He recalled for a few years, when he was very small, Annar and Hilda Hofferson had welcomed him into their home. He cracked a small half-smile remembering some happier times, and how he had started to become their blonde, blue-eye daughter Astrid's favorite playmate. His smile slowly faded, and his brow furrowed, as the bitter-sweet memory swept through his mind like a whirlwind.

Even after all these years, he could still feel Annar's painfully tight grip on his arm as he was unceremoniously dragged home from the Hoffersons. He could still see the large man's hairy knuckles angrily pounding on the door, and still hear the loud knocks reverberating into his otherwise quiet house, only to be echoed back by the lone, heavy footsteps of the sole occupant.

Hiccup's eyes began to tear as he pictured the door swinging open, and the face of his father as he was thrown inside, landing painfully on his hands and knees. He could still feel the heavy hand on the back of his tunic yanking him off the floor, as the accompanying gruff voice filled his ears, yelling at him to go to his room.

Hiccup never knew why the they didn't want him around anymore. All he knew was that his one and only friend was ripped from him, and afterward Astrid started avoiding him like all the other children in his village. Although she never teased or hit him, she refused to ever look at him, which in Hiccup's mind was far worse. At least when the kids were  
>hitting and teasing him, they acknowledged his existence, she, however, treated him as if he were dead, unworthy of notice, simply beneath contempt.<p>

After the Hofferson debacle, Hiccup recalled how overjoyed his Dad was when Spitelout had come forward on his on volition and magnanimously offered to take him for every holiday. Hiccup remembered being told that the clout Spitelout wielded within the tribe wasn't trivial, especially with the elders, and this gesture surely meant he was starting to become accepted as a member of the village. Hiccup couldn't help but let out a soft sarcastic snort at the irony, his mind' eye immediately transporting him to when he was eight years old.

During his first Winterfyllith celebration at his uncle's, he spent the entire night sitting in a chair completely ignored. As the house slowly emptied before dawn, he remembered how his cousin lured him outside with a tale of how the magic of Winterfyllith had brought his dead mother back from Valhalla, and she was waiting for him outside with open arms. A look of great sadness crossed Hiccup's face as he recalled the heartbreaking memory.

Hiccup closed his eyes as the vision flashed before him. He remembered the heart-wrenching excitement that flooded through his body as he hurriedly rushed to follow his cousin outside, the feeling of Snotlout's hand on his small back pushing him roughly to the ground, his cousin's foot angrily stomping on his shoulder trapping it under his immense weight, and finally the feeling of the larger boy's hand on his wrist as he pulled his struggling arm taught.

The hateful look in his cousin's eyes as he twisted the twig-like arm until his wrist made a cracking sound was etched in Hiccup's memory. Hiccup's body tensed as he recalled how he screamed and writhed in pain on the ground, tears streaking his face, only to be silenced by a kick to the ribs so forceful it rolled him onto his stomach. He shivered as he remembered curling in on himself and cradling his broken wrist, eyes blurred with tears, begging the pain to stop. He could still smell Snotlout's breath as the large boy triumphantly dropped to his knee, poked him in his sore ribs, and chortled in his face, "Thanks for the fun, Useless".

Absentmindedly, Hiccup rubbed his right wrist in remembrance of the pain. He wasn't sure what had hurt more that night; the broken wrist or the broken heart.

Hiccup opened his eyes and gave a sad chuckle thinking about how hard he had worked to invent a story explaining away the injury as a clumsy accident at the forge when, after five days of hiding the fracture, Gobber eventually noticed the boy's work was more pitiful than usual. With a shiver he remembered the disappointed look on his father's face when Gobber told him about the broken wrist; a pain far worse than what he experienced at the healer's hut when the bones needed to be refractured, carefully reset, and splinted.

The small boy sighed sadly as all the past celebrations seemed to flash through his mind. The same basic scenario occurred every year thereafter. By the end of the night, Snotlout would always trick Hiccup and find a way to isolate him from others. With fists or weapons, Hiccup would be beaten and tortured until he cried and fell unconscious. Afterward, Hiccup would make up some excuse to his father as to why he was bruised, bloodied, or broken. Each year's celebration always ending with his father's disappointed scowl and Hiccup's humiliation.

'Still,' Hiccup thought, 'the lies were worth it. Better to be seen as a clumsy oaf than a useless weakling.'

This year's celebration promised to break the cycle of Snotlout's rein of terror. Since Hiccup was now thirteen, he would be expected to attend the festival and make a one time offering to show his respect. He knew he had to present something that showed veneration, awe, and respect for a family member who had passed. This year's celebration was special because he would finally be able to present a gift in remembrance of his mother. At this thought he dropped his hands and let them fall on the sill, lowered his head, and sighed. The event was now only four days away and he still had no idea what to bring. Not a clue. Nadda. Nix. Nothing. 'Great,' he thought drily, 'Hiccup the clueless strikes again!'.

Hoping to gain some kind of inspiration for his gift, Hiccup gazed back into the darkness of the town square. He could see that many tables and benches had already been arranged, and a significant number of the bright colored decorations hung. The falling rain distorted the scene, but Hiccup swore it looked as though shadowy people were picking their way between the tables and the carts, giving the ghostly illusion that the festival had already begun. His unfocused mind wandered to thoughts about all the delicious food that would soon be set on those tables and his stomach erupted with another angry rumble.

Finally overwhelmed by tiredness, Hiccup straightened and shuffled to the back corner of his room to lie down, his feet feeling far too heavy to lift. As he settled onto the floor, a strong draft of cold air rushed across his body causing him to pull his vest tightly around his thin frame. The soft rhythmic patter of rain on the ground, and the wind rustling through the leaves of the trees, sung a delightful lullaby to Hiccup's tired mind and exhausted body.

Succumbing to the tranquil and soothing sounds from the dying storm echoing in the forge like a lyrical melody, Hiccup finally closed his eyes and exhaled a sigh of contentment. A sudden dread flooding his exhausted body caused his eyes to snap open as he recalled that during the Winterfyllith ceremony the village seer would use divination to foretell the fates of all first year participants. Since this same seer predicted only pain and misery, for his family and the village, if he were allowed to live, he feared what might be hiding in his future; more pain and misery he suspected.

Deciding that contemplating his impending doom would have to wait until morning, he thought darkly before falling into a fretful sleep, 'I have all the luck... unfortunately I know it will be all bad.'


	3. The Fire

**Sorry for the wait folks, but like I said, it takes me forever to write a chapter. I appreciate ya'll hanging in there with me and being willing to read what I post, even if updates are slow.**

**I have a lot of time off this month before things startup again, so I'll try to get out another chapter before the new year - no promises.**

**Thanks to all the reviewers. I appreciate having my grammatical errors pointed out. Hopefully, I'll do better in this chapter. If not, let my sorry ass know. I also appreciate hearing your comments about the story itself. My goal is to make this an enjoyable ride for you, as well as give you a glimpse into my twisted mind (rubs hands together evilly and laughs maniacally!). Heh, that should really scare y'all.**

**My goal in this chapter is to lay out some background and develop some character dynamics. I'm hoping the dialog is believable and the character interactions are interesting. Unfortunately, the characters feel a bit one-dimensional to me and the dialogue feels forced and unnatural. Hopefully, I'll improved in subsequent chapters as I gain experience.**

**I'll be trying to pull you into the story with strong emotional hooks over the next five or so chapters. I need you invested in the characters so that the story will be more powerful when it turns darker later on.**

**When plotting this story, I realized it will be long. The really dark stuff doesn't come into play until after chapter ten. I'm a bit concerned that I might be too slow developing the plot, but I really want to build it slowly. If it seems slow and uninteresting, let me know.**

**My primary objective in this chapter is to have you feel suspense, drama, sadness, anger, and humor - I know, that's a lot of emotion in one chapter, but I'm hoping I can pull it off. If the writing is coming off as simplistic or juvenile, let me know.**

**Again, all criticism welcomed - the good, the bad, and the ugly. Brutally honest is always best.**

**Last Warning: Buckle up Buttercup... I've got the car reved up, and I'm taking you through all five speeds.**

**BTW, Merry Christmas! **

* * *

><p>Chapter 2<br>======

Hiccup's eyes snapped open as he bolted upright on the floor, jarred awake by the sound of panicked and screaming voices. Searching for the source of the voices, Hiccup was met only by black smoke which hung thickly in the air surrounding his body, acting as a impenetrable visual shield. Disoriented, he began coughing and choking as acrid smoke filled his fresh lungs, the searing heat making it difficult to breathe. Rubbing his eyes with his sleeve, he frantically tried to clear his vision which had become blurred from the fresh tears generated from the stinging smoke.

Realization gradually hit as he looked around the room straining to make out features; the forge was engulfed by smoke and flames! He froze, his eyes wide with fear, his heart palpitating. Panic rose into his throat as he watched the raging fire inch its way ever closer, causing him to scoot further back into the small corner where he had been lying. Hiccup knew he had to move, had to escape, but his terrified body wouldn't respond.

Working on nothing more than instinct, the small boy willed himself to move. He threw himself forward onto his stomach, dug his fingers deeply into the wood of the floor, and slowly started to claw his way over to the open window where he could see plumes of smoke billowing into the cool night air - his only avenue of escape from the burning inferno.

The devilish fire seemed to take on a life of its own, deliberately trying to keep him from reaching his destination. It seemed to shift and turn with malevolence, blocking his every move as he dragged his tired, sweating body across the floor. Winding yet another new path around the ever changing line of flames, Hiccup desperately clambered toward the open window and freedom.

Every now and then pillars of fire shot up almost roof high, sprinkling bright red sparks of fire that would rain down around Hiccup's body, greedily engulfing all that was in sight. Fiery wooden beams crashed to the floor and glowed brightly before him as he rolled and twisted, expertly avoiding the impact of the heavy falling timber which sought to crush his small body.

The scorched air was suffocating. Hiccup felt as if his body was on fire as tongues of flames licked his clothes and closed in. The unbearable heat acted as an oppressive blanket, hindering his forward motion. He could hear the snapping and crackling of the wood beams above him, threatening to collapse at any moment as he continued to inch his way along the burning floor.

After what seemed an eternity, Hiccup reached the bottom of the wall where he could feel a light draft of cool air flow across his body. Blinded by the heat and flames, Hiccup cautiously raised his body from the floor, his hands and fingers groping and sliding upward along the super-heated wall in search of the window opening.

Just as his burnt and shaking fingers reached the bottom of the sill, an enormous piece of debris broke lose from the ceiling and crashed beside him, throwing him onto his back and blocking his priceless exit. As ash and splinters from the fallen timber rushed into his face, Hiccup threw up his arms instinctively, letting out a cry of pain as the flames hit his arms and hands.

At the sound of Hiccup's scream, the voices outside the forge paused momentarily. Almost immediately, Hiccup could hear frantic movements outside the window; a desperation was clear from the tone of their screams. Although the fire surrounding him acted to muffle the sound, Hiccup could understand a few scant words being yelled. After a few seconds, he clearly heard a voice outside yell, "There's someone in there!"

Still on his back, his burned arms clutched protectively to his chest, Hiccup's eyes widened. "They know I'm here...", he mumbled through choked, stilted breaths. Relief flooded over him, the flaming room would not be the funeral pyre that facilitated his voyage to the realm of the dead. His sentence had been reprieved.

Before Hiccup could move again, he felt a large hand suddenly fumble over his chest, smoke obscuring his rescuer's face. The hand grabbed the front of his tunic, twisted around it, and yanked the petrified boy up and out of the burning window frame and into the cool night air.

Hiccup was thrown onto the rain-soaked ground and landed on his stomach, exhaling sharply as the wind was knocked out of him. Surrounded by fresh clean air, he began coughing and choking fiercely trying to expel the smoke from his aching lungs. He gasped as several large hands instantly began furiously beating his body, attempting to smother the flames on his burning clothes.

As he laid sprawled out and immobile on the wet and muddy ground, he panted hard trying to repeatedly fill his lungs with fresh, clean air. As his mind slowly refocused, he heard Gobber and several other men's voices yelling for more buckets of water. Suddenly Hiccup felt his shoulders and head being drenched, his body arched upward in response as the icy cold liquid shocked his small frame. A second wave hit him squarely on his lower back a few seconds later causing him to curl into a ball and moan loudly as he trembled from the cold.

For what seemed like an eternity, Hiccup laid motionless on the grass, concentrating hard to just breathe without pain. The cold night air settled on his body and chilled his water soaked clothes, making him shiver uncontrollably as water dripped from his hair onto his face, his body weak and sore from his battle with the flames, all energy reserves depleted. The effort to just breathe seemed daunting and Hiccup's eyelids drooped, the sound of the men's voices and the crackling of wood from the dying embers faded slowly into the distance as he finally lost consciousness.

Hiccup's next memory was that of being violently shaken awake, a hard slap across the face, and his head snapping back form the forceful impact. Before his sluggish body could respond, a second slap connected, violently jolting his limp head again, a red imprint of a large hand immediately beginning to form across his cheek. The slapping hand then grabbed the wet hair that clung to his face and forcibly yanked his head upward. Blinking slowly, Hiccup's eyes opened and drank in the image of the charred and wrecked remains of the forge directly behind the man whose face was immediately kneeling before him; his uncle, gazing at him with a deadly, penetrating stare.

Releasing Hiccup's hair, Spitelout suddenly grabbed hold of Hiccup's shoulders and began screaming and shaking him violently. "Fool of a boy, what were you thinking! You could have burnt down the entire village! You worthless idiot! You're a disgrace!"

Hiccup's dazed mind couldn't quite comprehend the meaning of his uncle's words, but he sensed the extreme anger. He tried to form words, but his smoke burned throat was raw, making it painful to speak. His mouth moved, forming unspoken words, but no sound emerged. Finally he managed the pathetically squeaked response, "I... I'm sorry". For what, Hiccup had no idea, but it seemed sticking with his standard assumption that he caused the disaster was wise - since from past history, it was likely, if not probable, that he had.

Spitelout's face contorted in disgust, violently he threw the small boy back to the ground before standing and stomping toward the forge, shouting orders to the other men. Hiccup raised his bruised and battered body onto his arm, his eyes locked on his uncle's back as he stormed off. In an instant, another face suddenly loomed directly before him, breaking his stare.

Hiccup found himself looking directly into Gobber's concerned eyes. "Lad, you all right?" There was a compassion and worry in his voice Hiccup hadn't heard before. "I... I'm okay." Hiccup stuttered. A small smile crossed the lips of the blacksmith as he looked into the still innocent eyes of his young friend. "Good." He sighed in relief.

Slowly peaking around the large man's body, Hiccup surveyed the scene. He could see about twenty men still throwing buckets of water on the now smoldering forge. With puzzled eyes, Hiccup turned to Gobber, "What happened?"

The man eased his body closer to the bedraggled boy before speaking. "Well, it looks like lightning hit the forge and set it on fire". Spitelout, who was located a short distance away eavesdropping let out a hissed curse. Gobber's head snapped in the direction of sound before returning his gaze to Hiccup, "Well, it seems not all of us believe lightning hit the forge." Gobber continued, "Some think," throwing a quick glance to Spitelout, "that you set it on fire with your work last night".

Hiccup's eyes widened, a frantic look fell across his face. "B... But... I didn't!" Hiccup desperately sputtered out. Tensing and digging his hands into the mud and grass beneath him.

"Everything was put away and the pit fire was out when I went to sleep. I... I swear to the Gods! Please, you have to believe me!" he continued in a panicked voice. His eyes darted between each of the men staring down at him disapprovingly, desperately searching their faces for some kind of affirmation.

Hiccup's pleading face had little effect assuaging his uncle's anger as Spitelout crossed his arms and spat, "Liar!" Turning on his heel the man stormed off, leaving Hiccup breathless on the ground with glassy eyes, his face a mix of worry and desperation. He needed someone to believe him, anyone...

Almost immediately a large hand landed on his shoulder, squeezing comfortingly. Hiccup raised his head toward the blacksmith who was still kneeling beside him, the young boy's green eyes beseeching him.

"I believe ya lad. Don't you worry." The large man spoke in surprisingly soft and kind tones as he looked into the child's petrified face.

"Only the back of the forge burned. If ya had forgotten to put out the fire, the area by the pit would have burned first." Hiccup released a breath he didn't realize he was holding, closed his eyes, and whispered, "Thank you."

"Now, let's see what's broken, burnt, or generally out of whack". Large and gentle hands started roaming over Hiccup's hair, over his face and neck, down his back, and over his chest and arms. Hiccup tensed unconsciously and flinched at Gobber's touch. He wasn't used to being touched - well, unless someone was beating, shoving, biting, or abusing him in some fashion. Pain always followed touching. However, this touch felt foreign, it felt kind, it felt gentle, it felt concerned, it felt like he mattered.

Sensing the boy's apprehension, Gobber soothed, "It's okay lad, just relax," while large hands continued their exploration over his small frame, searching for wounds.

Hiccup winced and whimpered when Gobber's hands finally landed on his forearms and palms. The sleeves of his tunic, burnt and shredded from his savage experience in the forge, concealed raw, red skin underneath that had begun to blister.

"Aye. I know it hurts lad. You're a little cooked, but you'll survive." Suddenly a rough hand ruffled Hiccup's hair. With a wry smile, the blacksmith grabbed his apprentice under the arms and lifted him quickly to his feet. "Now, let's go get you, and your room fixed up". Placing his strong hand firmly on Hiccup's back, he pushed the shivering boy forward toward the door of the forge.

Protectively hugging his scorched and burned arms criss-cross style across his chest, Hiccup entered the forge, closely followed by his smithing mentor. Gobber directed the staggering boy to the fire pit where he gestured for him to sit. Upon reaching the pit, Hiccup collapsed into a nearby chair.

The large man knelt down to match the boy's height, surveying the damage to Hiccup's face. Reaching forward, a rough, calloused hand gently took hold of the young boy's chin, while another lifted and pushed his bangs off his forehead. Cautiously, the man's right hand guided Hiccup's face up and down, left and right, as he examined the burns. Luckily, there were only a few - above the left eye, on the left cheek, and on the right side of his chin - and only one was severe.

"Yeah, the one on your chin might leave a nice scar. Your first, I see!" his voice full of humor as he gave Hiccup a wink. "Good thing burns are my specialty. I have something that will fix you up straight away".

Gobber rose and headed toward a cabinet on the far wall. After several minutes of fumbling through multiple jars containing weird looking liquids, his hand fell upon one that contained a particularly nasty looking thick, brownish paste. Smiling to himself, he grabbed a roll of clean linen and returned to the small Viking. Throwing his medical supplies onto a small nearby table, he took a seat opposite the boy who's eyes were downcast as he sat slumped in the chair, arms in his lap, palms facing upward.

As Gobber carefully extended Hiccup's arms, the boy jerked his head upward, flinched and pulled back in pain, re-clutching his arms to his chest. Gobber breathed slowly, stared into the boy's scared eyes, and tried to soothe the frightened child, "Easy, lad. It's okay. I have to rub this on the burns." Reluctantly, Hiccup allowed his arms to be pulled from his chest, hissing through clenched teeth as they were extend onto the table that held the medical supplies.

As Hiccup's arms laid on the table, Gobber grabbed his sleeves and hesitated before speaking, "Now this is going to hurt a wee bit." Hiccup's eyes widened and before he could speak in protest, his sleeves were ripped up to the elbow, exposing the raw and blistered flesh underneath. Hiccup screamed as the fabric, which had burned onto his skin, was torn away. While Hiccup grimaced and squirmed, adjusting to the pain shooting through his arms, Gobber's lips pulled tight, his eyes narrowing as they befell finger shaped bruises peaking out from the ripped tunic that hung loosely on Hiccup's upper arms.

Waiting for Hiccup to relax and calm, the man's his eyes moved back to the boy's face, a smile crossing his lips, "Ready?"

Without waiting for a reply, the foul smelling contents of the jar were gingerly and softly rubbed onto Hiccup's burns. Every touch caused pain to echo through Hiccup's body eliciting moans. For what seemed like an eternity, Hiccup sat pliant, eyes closed, breathing heavily, trying to ignore the pain which rang through his body as the large man's hands traveled over the damaged areas, continually adjusting the position of his arms to reach all the burns.

The pressure from careful fingers on his body finally disappeared. Hiccup roused to the sound of tearing and the site of various sized strips of linen lying on the table. With surprisingly nimble fingers, Gobber wrapped Hiccup's hands and arms tightly with the clean cloth. Hiccup could feel the pain ebbing away as the ointment worked its magic. A sigh of relief crossed his face as his tensely held shoulders finally relaxed.

"Now, that wasn't so bad, was it?" chuckled Gobber, garnering a an incredulous look from Hiccup which clearly conveyed, 'Yeah. Yeah, it was!'

Grateful that his torture session with the sadistic smithy was finally over, Hiccup began to stand. Before he could fully raise to his feet, a strong hand landed on his shoulder, forcing him back into his seat.

Puzzled and surprised, Hiccup rolled his eyes and quipped "What, now?"

"We aren't done yet, my boy. Still got more work to do on ya. Don't want any nasty burns wrecking that pretty face of yours, do ya? The lassies would never forgive me!" Laughing jovially, Gobber dug his fingers into the dark, stinky goo and smeared it over the scrunched up face of his now very embarrassed and insulted patient.

As the unctuous goo was being slathered onto the annoyed teen, Hiccup huffed out a breath, crossed his bandaged arms, pouted and grumbled, "Vikings don't have pretty faces." His young friend's wounded ego only added to the hairy caretaker's amusement.

After Hiccup was thoroughly humiliated, the large Berkian rose from his seat, wiped his greasy hands on his tunic, grabbed a broom, and thrust it into Hiccup's pained hands. "Better get busy cleaning your work room." he said with a tone bordering on a command.

Reluctantly Hiccup took the broom and mumbled sarcastically, "Well, I guess two minutes is sufficient recovery time." Holding the broom warily in mummified hands, the small boy stood and made his way over to the blacked doorway which led into his ramshackled invention room. As the youth began sweeping the rubble and charred debris across the floor, he remarked to himself that the damage didn't appear extensive. "A week tops..." he mumble aloud, working out the repair schedule in his head.

While mindlessly pushing the broom and daydreaming about the improvements he'd make to his new invention room, he suddenly made contact with a fairly large blackened object. Bending down, Hiccup lifted the charred and burnt remains of his notebook. Using his tunic as a cloth, he cleaned off the ash which covered the surface. Hiccup rolled the book over in his hands, surprised that it survived the fire. As he opened the book and flipped through the pages, he noticed that there was only some minor burns on the cover, and only one of the lower corners had damage. 'Kind of like me.' he thought, with a half-smile breaking across his face. He tucked his precious treasure into his tunic and continued cleaning.

As dawn broke, Hiccup realized he had been cleaning for hours. Tired, sore, his hands and arms aching from the exertion, he finally made his way back into the forge where Gobber was silently working, stoking the pit fire he had re-ignited. Collapsing back into his seat by the pit, Hiccup exhaled exhaustively, "All finished".

At the sound of Hiccup's voice, the blacksmith turned and made his way to where the boy was seated. Pulling up a chair, the older male looked pointedly into the boy's eyes and asked, "So, tell me, what were you doing in here so late last night?.

The man's intense stare unnerved Hiccup causing him to fidget in his seat. Dropping his eyes to the floor, the teen moved his bandaged hand to the back of his neck and rubbed absentmindedly. "Well... I was ... trying to clear my mind and come up with an idea for a gift, you know, for the festival." Almost on cue, his mind flashed to his previous vision, and his stomach erupted with an exceptionally large rumble causing Hiccup to look away embarrassed.

Upon hearing the stomach rumble, a stern and accusatory look formed on Gobber's face. "How long this time?". "Only a couple days, I swear," Hiccup responded with a sheepish look on his face.

Gobber slapped his massive mitt over his eyes and ran it down his face, clearly irritated. "And the time before it was only a week. You were practically passing out at the forge every five minutes until you fessed up."

"And don't even get me started about the time before that...!" Gobber scolded, "You were gone for over a month troll hunting. When I finally tracked you down and hauled your scrawny butt back to the village, you were nothin' but skin and bones. Well, more skin and bones than usual... and that's sayin' something! You looked like a toothpick with hair and eyes! You couldn't even stand up without passing out. Thor knows how long you were without food then!" The large man's arms flew up over his head in exasperation.

Hiccup crossed his arms across his chest and furrowed his brow, hurriedly defending his honor, "Well... real Vikings don't need to eat, they just need to conquer, kill and destroy. Besides, I was only a dumb young kid when I went on my quest for trolls, so I think you're exaggerating a bit here." correcting his mentor curtly. His voice dripping with righteous indignation, displaying obvious annoyance with the smithy's clear, and unflattering, recollection of the events.

Gobber huffed out a laugh, "Dumb, I'll give ya. But a young kid? Lad, that happened only this past spring which was just six months ago!"

The old smithy's eyes flew open in disbelief at the absurdity of the young man's claims, "Exaggerating, am I? Ugh! You didn't see yourself. You were laid up in a bed for a two weeks tryin' to get your strength back. You were knocking on death's door."

"Aye... Sometimes I just don't know what I'm going to do with ya..." his voice trailing off as he shook his head side-to-side in frustration.

"You're good at destruction, I'll give ya that. Unfortunately, its always focused on the village or yourself."

Furrowing his brow, he spoke with great sympathy in his voice, "As for killin', lad... Well, you've never killed anything in your wee life. I just don't think ya have that in ya. Not even if it meant savin' your own skin."

With an sympathetic sigh, Gobber pulled the chair containing Hiccup over to the table, and pointed directly at Hiccup's face with his index finger. "Stay. Put. There. You know what I mean." And with those orders the blacksmith disappeared out the forge door only to return a few minutes later with a half loaf of bread and some cheese in his hands. He set the meal in front of Hiccup and barked, "Eat. You're only skin and bones. If you want to grow into a proper Viking you have to bulk up."

Looking down at the feast in front of him, Hiccup felt a pang of guilt. He really wasn't honest with Gobber as to why it had been days since he'd eaten. He kept that shameful part to himself; the part about avoiding, yes, basically hiding from a gang of blood thirsty teens to avoid a thorough thrashing. As the shame and guilt flooded over him he thought, 'I'll never be a proper Viking. Vikings aren't afraid. They aren't cowards. They aren't weak. ' Hiccup sat motionless, just looking at the food, too ashamed to eat.

After a few minutes under Gobber's watchful gaze, the man spoke again, obvious annoyance in his voice mixed with an undertone of amusement, "Well, what are you waiting for? You gonna eat it, or just... stare... at it?" Hiccup looked up through his bangs and into Gobber's face, trying to shake his feelings, wondering if the man knew he was hiding a secret. With hunger in his eyes, the frail boy reached out a shaking hand and ripped a small piece of bread from the loaf, slowly putting into his mouth, the guilt in his heart robbing all taste from his meal.

As Hiccup sat quietly eating, he couldn't help wonder why the lightning strike hadn't woken him. "Gobber? Did you see the lightning hit, is that how you knew about the fire?" Gobber looked at the lad confused, "No lad. I was already up. We were at the Great Hall, doing a little pre-festival celebration, if you know what I mean..," giving Hiccup a little elbow nudge and wink, "... when we saw the blaze."

"So, nobody heard a thunder clap, or saw the strike..." Hiccup mumbled the statement more to himself than anyone, as his mind tried to logically formulate the implications, his fingers mindlessly fiddling with his food. "Like last time..." he finished quietly after a pause.

Gobber shrugged, "Nope. The thunder and rain stopped a couple hours before." With a comforting look on his face he leaned toward Hiccup and lifted the boy's chin with his hand, making eye contact. "Now, there ya go. Thinkin' too much again. Listen, you're a good lad. Don't let what Spitelout said get to ya. It was a freak of nature. Nothing more. Let it go, boy."

Gobber scooted his chair closer to the table, leaned on one elbow, and looked conspiratorially into the young boy's eyes. With a voice full of mischief he spoke, "Now, let's talk about that gift of yours..."


	4. The Past that Haunts

**Welcome back folks, and Happy New Year!**

**I'm glad to say that from the reviews it seems I managed to pull off generating anger (yeah, hit the nail on the head for that one!), suspense, angst, and maybe humor or camaraderie in the last chapter. Sweet!**

**I'm not really happy with this chapter, but I've gone over it many times and it doesn't get better. It's choppy, and the sentence structure doesn't flow well. Also, the wording seems simplistic. Ah well, gotta have a clunker every now-and-again. **

**This chapter again focuses on character interaction and background development. I need to define, and develop certain relationships between the various characters since their roles will become important later on. It's not a very exciting chapter, but it does introduce some information that I need for the overall story arc. Sorry for the dullness, but I have to get the ground work laid out before we can get into the meat of the story. Things will start moving a bit faster after the next couple chapters since I'll be able to move forward with ****the main plot.**

**I gotta admit, my old English prof would probably be rolling over in her grave - well, if she were dead - to see that I actually have positive reviews! Score one for almost-English-speaking sea sponge! Hoorah!**

**For what it's worth, hats off to all of you who write stories. This is harder than any physics or calculus I've ever taken. Numbers and equations are easy, staring at a blank page desperately trying to write an interesting paragraph is bloody hard. Hell, a lot harder than I ever thought, so I'm grateful that y'all are hanging in there with me while I cut my teeth on this fanfiction.**

**BTW, the HTTYD2 trailer was awesome. Although I'm kind of bugged that they made Hiccup's mom a dragon trainer. I think it detracts from his "specialness" in the tribe. My two cents for what it's worth.**

**OK, enough of that... back to the story...**

**Final Warning: Buckle up Buttercup... Nobody ever called 911 after doing something smart, and this story is probably the dumbest damn thing I've ever done in my life! Alonzi!**

* * *

><p>Chapter 3<br>======

Hiccup seemed to shrink visibly under Gobber's intense, quizzical gaze. Head bent downward, he intently examined the food he twiddled idly between nervous fingers, deliberately avoiding his mentor's watchful eyes. Feeling the heat of embarrassment creep slowly up his back, an unwanted blush appeared on his cheeks as he shifted uncomfortably in his chair.

The full weight of the large man's glare pressed down on the small boy, piercing his body and sending nervous energy snaking through his veins like a fire. After what seemed like an eternity, Hiccup peeked upward through shaggy bangs, which fell softly across his forehead, and finally stuttered, "I... I don't seem to have any idea what to bring. I don't know anything about my Mum. M-My Dad never talks about her."

After his admitted failure at obtaining a celebratory gift, Hiccup's voice dropped in volume as he continued in a melancholy tone, "... When I ask him about my Mum, he just gets angry. He doesn't really look at me, or speak to me anymore. Well, except to tell me how I've screwed up, or how I'm not listening, or not as good a Viking as Snotlout, or ..." Hiccup's voice trailed off. His body seemed to collapse in on itself with the final admission of his abysmal relationship with his father.

The blacksmith studied the young man's genial face. The pain of his words leaked into his youthful expression, the bright green and innocent eyes now clouded with a forlorn look of someone far older than his tender an exhale of courage, the small boy stiffened, raised his head and stared directly in the eyes of his mentor, the light and excitement in his eyes renewed, "Can you tell me about my Mum?" His soft voice pierced through the air with pleading urgency.

"Lad, I'm not sure I'm the best one to be tellin' ya about your Mum."

"But there's no one else!" Hiccup blurted out in protest.

"I suppose there's not," the large man said sympathetically.

With a sigh, Gobber scooted his chair closer, with one hand on his hip and the other rubbing his chin. He looked skyward and searched his memories. Seeming to retrieve some long forgotten event, he removed his hand from his chin, snapped his fingers with a smile, and adjusted himself in his seat.

Hiccup's eyes widened and fixated on his companion as the man sedately described a beautiful chestnut-haired maiden with brilliant hazel eyes. A woman with the fighting spirit of a Valkyrie, the battle skills of a Berserker, and the kindness and compassion of the goddess Freya.

"Thor almighty, Val was one Hel of a woman, and very easy on the eyes. I suppose we were all in love with her to some degree." Upon completing his glowing description of Hiccup's mother, Gobber gave a wolf-whistle while making an hour glass shape with his hands. "Know what I mean?" a wink and an elbow nudge to Hiccup's ribs followed. The gesture of obvious attraction to his mother caused an uncomfortable feeling in the little Viking's stomach.

Taking a few moments to remove the lecherous smile that broke across his face, the older man licked his lips and refocused his attention on the small, obviously creeped-out boy in front of him, whose eyebrow was raised, and face was aghast with horror at the sexual innuendo.

With hand on knee, wagging a large finger at Hiccup, the hairy blacksmith continued the story. "Now where was I? Oh, yeah.." Clearing his throat to break the uncomfortable tension that was like electricity in the air, he hummed. "It's not like your Dad didn't have plenty of women chasing after him, but the moment he saw Val, well... he lost interest in the rest."

"Now, Stoick being smitten with Val caused great problems for your grandpa. You see, Gunnar the Great had already agreed to an intertribal marriage contract for your Dad. While his intended wasn't much to look at, she did bring the village some of the best mead I've ever tasted..." Gobber licked his lips longingly at the thought, his eyes glazed over slightly and he half-grinned recalling the fond memory.

Clearing his throat, and shaking his head to pull him out of his reverie, the blacksmith continued, "Ah, those were the days... Your Dad and I were soused for a good month straight," he lightly chuckled, a mischievous look dancing in his eyes.

"Didn't seem to matter to your Dad that he threw one Hel of a thunderbolt into Gunnar's plans. But that was when Stoick was young, lighthearted and carefree. Love will do that, lad. It makes ya all stupid and silly." Gobber winked devilishly at Hiccup, laughing boisterously.

A blank expression materialized on Hiccup's face as he tried to picture his Dad as anything other than old, serious, and stern. His mental gymnastics failing miserably. He always pictured his Dad as being born angry, a scowl plastered on his face even as an infant.

Gobber paused and sat back in his seat, a devious look in his eyes as he surveyed the bewildered look on the boy's face, "... but that's a story for another time. And is it a doozy! Best cat fight I've ever seen!" Gobber threw up his arms wildly mimicking an explosion, laughing raucously.

Wiping the mirthful tears from his eyes and calming himself after his outburst of hilarity, Gobber continued telling Hiccup how his father fell in love with the chestnut-haired beauty, but she didn't return his affections. He told a tale about how Valhallarama saw herself as a shield-maiden, determined to stay chaste and remain a protector of the village. Most importantly, Hiccup was told about Stoick's determination to win the heart of the woman he loved. To prove his love, he underwent the dangerous journey to Skarstind Mountain to bring back the rare dragon-shaped Meadowrue flower; Val's favorite flower.

Hiccup found himself unconsciously smiling at his friend's retelling of his parent's courtship, finding himself eager to hear more. With encouraging eyes, Hiccup scooted forward in his seat, face ablaze with excitement, listening intently.

The blacksmith momentarily stopped speaking. A sincere smile slowly broke across his face, punctuating his next sentence for effect, "Needless to say, Stoick's heroics and passion won her hand, and she agreed to marry him at the next harvest."

Gobber leaned toward the boy as he met his eyes, choosing his next words carefully he spoke in a very calculated manner, "It was about half a year later when your Mum found out she was with child. I've never seen a man who wanted to be a father more than your Dad." Gobber focused on the small form sitting mesmerized before him, taking great pleasure at the surprised look that slowly crept across his face as the meaning of the words dissolved into his befuddled brain.

Hiccup lowered his head and whispered, "I was wanted? I was wanted..." his face a mix of shock and disbelief. When Hiccup raised his head, he initially stared blankly at the blacksmith. His body then tensed and a volley of mixed emotions played across his face in succession, still unable to believe what he was told.

As if an intelligent darkness had been listening, an oppressive and stifling presence seemed to descend upon the room, encircling the two seated occupants, dimming the firelight and casting ominous shadows on the surrounding walls. A disconcerting quietness seemed to creep into the air as the expression on the storyteller's face became solemn.

The smithy lowered his eyes from the boy's face, obviously in pain, as the fairytale he told took a dark and unexpected turn. Hiccup's heart broke as he sat frozen, unable to speak, as he learned how after a few months his mother started to become ill. He was told that the best healers couldn't determine the cause of her illness, nor a cure, but felt her illness was due to her pregnancy, and that she'd recover once she lost the child.

"I was with your Dad most of the days he sat with your Mum. It never quite sunk into his head that he could lose you..." Gobber's voice solemn as he spoke.

Hiccup looked up at his friend with searching eyes. He never knew this about his parents; certainly not about his Dad. He never got the feeling that he was ever wanted.

How could this be? How could the man who constantly criticized him; who looked upon him with austere expressions; who mostly ignored him; who viewed him, and everything he did, reprovingly; have ever wanted him. Hiccup's mind swam with all these thoughts trying to reason through the paradoxical information.

Gobber laid his hand on the small boy's shoulder, looked into the young man's face and spoke, "I guess your Mum was just about six months along when you came. You were so small and sickly that your Dad was sure you wouldn't make it through the night. When you did, your Dad thought you and your Mum would both be fine."

"She passed the very next day... In the end, I think that's what broke him. He was never quite the same after that." Gobber whispered in a tone that was almost sepulchral.

With a trembling and terrified voice, Hiccup squeaked, "Is that why my Dad hates me now? Because I was born weak...and... and my Mum died?". Hiccup struggled to get this question out, fighting the more insidious thought that flashed and burned hot in his mind, but remained unspoken.

Gobber jolted back, surprise flashing across his face at the significance of the question. "No, lad. Whatever gave you that crazy idea? Your Dad doesn't hate you. It's just difficult for him being a Viking Chief, and you, well, don't really fit the mould of a chief's son; all brainy-like and no brawn." Waving his hands, gesturing to all of Hiccup.

Hoping his words soothed the distraught youth, Gobber waited patiently for Hiccup to speak again, trying to decipher the sullen boy's thoughts by his body language and facial expression. With a roll of his eyes, Hiccup shot back, "Thank you, for summing that up." before falling silent again.

After continuing to mull over Gobber's words, Hiccup finally stuttered diffidently, "I... I think you're wrong." His voice quivered as he continued, "When Dad's around me, he's always so angry. He won't look at me and barely speaks to me anymore. He doesn't check on me when I'm sick, or care if I've eaten. He doesn't even notice if I haven't been home for days. It's like I'm invisible, and he wishes I hadn't been born. H-He thinks I'm worthless as a Viking..." the boy paused and dropped his head in shame, his voice becoming a whisper, "... and a son." The honest admission of the terrible truth he'd been harboring in the dark recesses of his mind deflated his small body, causing his shoulders to slump in defeat.

Without raising his head, Hiccup huffed out a breath, "He may have wanted a son, but not the one he got..." his voice quiet and toneless.

Gobber noted how small and frail his young friend looked, seeing the gentle and kind nature of Val amplified in the small figure who sat lonely and lost in front of him, craving acceptance and needing attention. Hiccup was a smart, gentle, and honest kid whose soul never grew out of the innocence of childhood as he aged; Gobber doubted it ever would. He was truly different, and for the first time, the large and fierce Viking was privy to just how broken the Chief's relationship was with his son.

The large man slowly reached out and took Hiccup's chin into his hand, gently raising the boy's head. Extreme pity filled the heart of the smithy as he looked into the pained eyes of the young non-Viking. It was like watching the life drain out of the child right before his eyes. For the first time in his life, Gobber was at a loss for words.

"Go home, lad." he said in a gentle, encouraging voice. "Spend some time with your Dad. You'll come to see what I've always known." Standing, the large man gently pulled his young friend from the chair and scooted him toward the door. With a furtive look over his shoulder toward the man standing in front of the warm and comforting fire, Hiccup grabbed the door handle and pulled, his heart longing to stay in the only real place he ever called home.

As the boy stepped out of the forge, his eyes were greeted by the dawn breaking in the east; the birth of a new day. With a pained look crossing his face, the boy secretly hoped the new day would be better than the last.
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><p>Chapter 4<br>=========

Dispirited by the events of the previous night, Hiccup walked slowly home, shoulders slumped, his mind consumed with a foreboding triggered by his conversation with the smithy. The same cruel thought that haunted his mind earlier re-emerged, burning anew in his tired mind.

"No," he mumbled, feebly shaking his head in an attempt to dislodge the tormenting thought, only to have it return with an even greater vigor. "I couldn't have been the cause..." His brow furrowed as he desperately tried to convince himself it was true, suspecting in his heart it wasn't.

Hiccup's feet felt leaden as he trudged along, his burned and bruised body competing with his extreme exhaustion, each vying for body dominance to force him to collapse. By pure strength of will, he kept moving forward through the town square unnoticed by the mass of people who busily rushed by, hurriedly cleaning the damaged decorations ruined by the previous night's downpour, intent on keeping to the tight preparation schedule for Winterfyllith.

Shuffling mechanically, eyes half-lidded from fatigue, the small boy glanced wearily at the celebratory items that had been strewn around the structures, his mind replaying the romantic story he'd been told the previous night. While it was exciting, and filled with many unexpected and confusing details, it didn't exactly help him determine a proper gift to present. On the contrary, he felt considerably more confused having to process all the new information which swirled in his foggy mind like a building storm.

Only vaguely aware of where his feet led him, Hiccup wandered through the random cluster of people who busily scurried across his path. As if by some cruel, ill-fated joke by Loki, the crowd suddenly parted, and the dirty and disheveled teen found himself walking directly toward Astrid Hofferson who had just emerged from a nearby building carrying an assorted bundle of items in her arms.

Hiccup's forward motion almost stopped as he became entranced by the visage. A lopsided grin broke unconsciously across his face, eyes staring dreamily at the blonde who stared forward impassively as she approached. Focused solely on the young female, he lost all motor control and tripped over a nonexistent pebble. Awkwardly lurching forward, he fell and landed roughly on his hands and knees, emitting an "oof" as he hit the ground. Hoping beyond hope that the object of his desire hadn't seen this horrendous display of monumental clumsiness, Hiccup froze on the ground, eyes closed, wishing desperately that the Gods would just open the earth beneath him and swallow him up so he could just die now.

Offering a quick random prayer to any listening deities, Hiccup whispered, "Please... oh Gods, please...no, no, no, no..." his heart thundering against his rib cage. The cowering teen took a moment to regain his composure before squinting open one eye with trepidation. Immediately, he froze, eyes widening at the site of two small, well-worn fur boots only a short distance away. With an audible gulp, he recognized the boots and cringed.

Fueled by an intense embarrassment that seemed to burn like fire, a flow of brilliant red suffused Hiccup's face from hairline to collarbone. Slowly he raised his head, mouth agape, as his widened eyes slowly crept up the female's body, drinking in every minuscule detail. Framed by the light of the rising sun, streams of sunlight fell on, and through her flaxen hair, making Astrid look like a Valkyrie sent straight from Valhalla by Odin himself. In spite of himself, Hiccup exhaled and grinned.

When emerald-green met crystal-blue, the young male gulped, terror ripping through his body as his mouth started moving automatically, his head shaking back and forth as he tried to say something... anything. Finding himself suddenly struck mute from the teen beauty's stony look, the boy-genius panicked and awkwardly stuttered, "H-hi, ah, I-I'm really sorry. I'm so sorry. Sorry. Y-yeah, really sorry. I-I, ah, hope I'm not in your way or anything." Before going silent, his face turned an even darker shade of red. 'Well, so much for being the smooth and cool uber-Viking,' Hiccup thought, his eyes still focused on hers.

Shifting the items in her arms, Astrid reached down her newly-freed hand and grabbed Hiccup under the arm, roughly hauling him to his feet. Taking a visual inventory of the terrified teen, she mentally noted his bandaged arms, and if possible, his even thinner build from only the previous week. She exhaled sharply wondering if his father ever bothered to feed him, or even notice enough to be concerned by the obvious burns and bruises; something she'd seen far too often over the years for her liking.

With a voice teetering on annoyance, she commanded, "Be more careful..." After a few moments of silence, the beautiful Viking maiden continued in a voice significantly softened, filled more with concerned than annoyance, "and... and eat more."

Having a quasi-conversation with the girl of his dreams both unnerved and thrilled Hiccup. He stared at her face with a nonplussed expression before a nervous hand shot up and wrapped around the back of his neck, rubbing nervously as he spoke, "Yeah, right. Yeah, thanks. I, ah, I will. I'll do, um, just that. I mean, I'll try to do both those things. Thanks." He smiled genuinely before casting his eyes downward anxiously to stare at his feet.

After a few seconds of awkward silence, the timid teen looked up and blurted out, "Nice weather we're having". The obvious absurdity of the forced statement garnered a cross look from the blonde warrior who kept her eyes fixed on the fidgeting, auburn-haired boy. Hiccup realized his monstrous blunder and tried to salvage the situation by babbling out, "... well... I mean except for the thunderstorm last night which wrecked everything". Exhaling in defeat, he dropped his head, staring once again at his feet.

Astrid glared at the bony boy in front of her with quizzical eyes. Raising an eyebrow, she glanced down and wondered what possibly could be so fascinating about his feet that they warranted such focus and attention. The young male shifted from foot to foot as he felt the rise of goosebumps prickle his flesh from her heated gaze. 'Say something clever before she leaves. Say something that will make her remember you... Just don't stand here like an idiot...'

With his mind racing like a hunted animal, speeding from thought to thought, each lamer than the previous, the skinny teen finally muttered, "Um, well, I guess I should be letting you get back to, um, you know, your stuff." Praying his words didn't come across as pathetic as it sounded in his head, Hiccup grinned sheepishly, feeling extreme embarrassment grip his body for about the hundredth time in the last five minutes.

The obviously awkward and unpolished comment garnered a curt, stolid reply from the young female Viking, who found herself smiling inwardly at the sweet, blushing boy before her. "Yes, I should. Now if you'd excuse me."

As Hiccup stood face-to-face with the girl he'd loved since he was five, he tried to side-step her, but she moved into his way. Immediately, the small boy found himself again staring straight into the eyes of the flaxen-haired beauty. Without thinking, both teens tried to side-step each other again, only to find themselves repeating the awkward walking dance.

Flushing a brilliant red for the umpteenth time, Hiccup sputtered, "Oops! I'm so sorry. I'll get out of your way now." While attempting to let Astrid pass, they repeated three more rounds of the awkward dance before the red-faced boy gulped audibly, and relented. To his utter horror, Astrid had also stopped the dance and remained only a scant distance from his face. Hiccup stood frozen, his eyes locked onto hers, so close to her body that he could feel her breath on his face, smell the perfume of her hair, see the flecks of gold in her otherwise crystal blue eyes. He was utterly intoxicated being so close to the object of his affection, unable to stop the goofy grin that slowly etched its way across his lips, his eyes fell into a dreamy stare.

Lost in his enchantment, Hiccup mustered all his courage, and opened his mouth to speak when his sentence was interrupted by a shout from behind.

"There you are!" The familiar voice made Hiccup spin on his heal. Dread flooded his body when he saw Snotlout and his retinue approach. Turning quickly to face Astrid, he sputtered, "Well, it's been nice, ah, but I gotta run... literally."

Quickly he pushed passed the young girl and ran toward the nearest alley desperate to lose the bullies hot on his heels, one thought  
>pounding in his head, 'I'm so dead!'.<p> 
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><p>Chapter 5:<br>=========

Astrid's eyes followed the fleeing teen, narrowing as she caught sight of the thugs in hot pursuit. Pouting her lips, she furrowed her brow and grunted angrily, shaking her head in exasperation at the silly boy's penchance for disaster.

Hiccup's feet pounded the mud and his heart raced as he gasped for breath. After darting through several alleyways and weaving between countless houses, the sounds of pursuit finally died off in the distance. Confident that he had eluded them, he slowed his pace and took a moment to catch his breath, grateful he dodged the bully bullet one more day.

The warmth of the rising sun and uncharacteristically warm, moist air clung to his body like a blanket, increasing his lethargy as he slowly plodded home. Swiping a hand across his forehead, he languidly listened to the early morning sounds of happily buzzing insects, and tender birdsong melodies that echoed through gently swaying trees, re-awakened by the night's downpour.

Glancing about, he noticed the grass, once dry and brown, now shimmered a bright green. Flowers that were drooping now glowed with intensified color, their petals affectionately reaching upward to greet the warm morning sun. That's when Hiccup's dull mind had a flash of brilliance.

'The flower...' he thought excitedly. His eyes widened as a smile broke across his face. What could possibly be a better gift than the Meadowrue flower. Blissfully happy, Hiccup closed his eyes and lifted his face towards the rising sun, inhaling deeply through his nose. Elated that he now had a proper offering, his steps became energized, quickening as he headed home.

The slow passage of time caused his weary mind to wander back to his almost-conversation with the earthbound goddess. Her beauty and grace lingered in his thoughts like a ghostly image of perfection, making his palms sweat and his body tingle with excitement. All memories of his prior bumbling behavior suddenly erased as visions of her loveliness danced in his head.

Shaking his head violently to dislodge the far too tantalizing imagery that sprung forth in his overactive adolescent mind, the awkward youth decided that he needed to be suave at their next meeting, erasing his previous un-Vikingish faux pas.

Grinning, Hiccup fantasized how his smooth and uber-cool future self would utter seductive phrases to the beautiful maiden, sweeping her off her feet and into his waiting arms. He pictured his inherent machismo kicking in, making him irresistible, as silky and confident words flowed effortlessly off his lips. He couldn't help but smile as he imagined how she'd stare at him with enamored eyes, her body speaking the language of wanton lust, begging him to take her. And of course, he'd gladly oblige. Being a studly love machine, he would sweep her into his arms and their naked bodies would melt into one. He'd then slowly slide his hands down over the soft smooth skin of her stomach and sides, past her hips, toward her...

"Going somewhere?!" Startled, Hiccup stumbled back as a huge, angry face suddenly materialized before him. His mind immediately flashed to the last thing his sweaty cousin had screamed. 'Next time I see you, Useless, we're gonna have lots of fun!' The words rang in Hiccup's ears as a sign of his approaching punishment.

Lost in the joy of his daydream, he saw neither the shuffling bushes aside the secluded road, nor heard the hushed mumbling. Instead, Hiccup just trudged forward, his mind captivated by his imagination until it was far too late.

Scrambling backwards, Hiccup collided with something large and hard. Shooting his head up over his shoulder, he found himself staring into the face of Snotlout's prime henchman, Warthog (the Sloppy) Finnbogason - a churlish and deplorable teen, three years Hiccup's senior, who made it his life's goal to torment and torture him.

Warthog peered down and grinned at his terrified, soon-to-be victim. His straight black hair hung low on his shoulders and into his cold brown eyes, which glinted with evil intent. As the small boy turned and began cautiously moving away from his two attackers, Warthog hunched his shoulders in a posture of attack, excitement coursing through his body. With a half-smile, he licked his lips and whispered huskily, "Breakfast..."

Sandwiched between two brutes looking to exact their pound of flesh, Hiccup quickly scanned the area, his mind searching for a quick avenue of escape. As his eyes darted about, he realized that his initial hesitation had allowed three other attackers to vie for position of dominance around him, too.

"Oh, no..." he muttered fearfully, silently cursing his wandering mind for not alerting him sooner, causing him fall into an otherwise easily avoided trap.

Within seconds, Hiccup was flanked by Rattail (the Dim) Roduulfson, Pondscum (the Confused) Gillingson and Snaketongue (the Despot) Kolson, each in search of vengeance for some imaginary trespass. The unruly and bumptious trio of eighteen year olds specialized in punching, kicking and biting; three of Hiccup's least favorite forms of personal expression.

Rattail and Pondscum were a pair of towhead-teens known to have fighting skills far beyond their years. Each had deep blue eyes and were easily a foot taller (and wider) than Hiccup. While Snaketongue was the shortest of the group, and resembled Hiccup's cousin, albeit darker and more corpulent, he was by far the most vicious. As a child he was known for reveling in the sadistic pleasure he derived from torturing small animals, and then sumptuously dining on their pitiful cries of agony.

'Great...' Hiccup thought sardonically. 'That's just what I need, five against one. Brilliant! My day is getting better by the minute.' Hoping to talk his way out of a beating, Hiccup brought his hands up in front of his chest, palms out as if to stop a pending charge. "Ah, nice morning for a walk. You guys out for a stroll too?" A nervous chuckle broke from his throat, forcing a nervous half-smile as his eyes darting between the hulking figures encircling him.

An almost imperceptible nod by their leader caused the gaggle of goons to approach, each pounding a closed fist into an open palm. In a rush of simultaneous voices, all muddled together like an inharmonious chorus, insults were thrown fast and furious as the older boys barked, "Useless I'm gonna smash your face, asshole!"... "I'm gonna beat you till you bleed, you little fucking prick!"... "I'm gonna kick the shit out of you, dickhead!"

The worst threat came from his cold-blooded cousin who spat, "You son of a bitch, I'm gonna fuck you up so bad you'll beg for your dead Mommy!" The deliberate emphasis on the word 'dead', sent a cold shiver up Hiccup's spine.

Hiccup's head whipped back and forth desperately, his feet spun and shuffled in the dirt, whirling his body around as he tried to watch each attacker. The trapped boy felt panic rising in his chest, threatening to suffocate him, as the hard, cold truth hit him like a slap to the face; he was truly alone and completely on his own.

The road was deserted and isolated. No one knew where he was, and no one would hear his screams. Even if his cries were heard, he doubted anyone cared enough to help. Hiccup had taken beatings many times before, but never from so many, and never from some of the worst bullies in the village.

His eyes filled with terror, his hands shook, and his heart raced. He realized there was no talking his way out of this. With this inescapable reality looming, one phrase continually repeated in his mind, "Please...oh Thor...please...not again..."

When the clique of thugs reached several arm lengths away, Snotlout's hand suddenly reached out and grabbed Hiccup's tunic at the chest, pulling the frightened teen toward his snarling face. Hiccup's forward facing palms did little to keep the frightened boy from colliding hard with his burly cousin, his small hands ramming into the larger boy's chest.

Snotlout hissed, his breath hot on Hiccup's face, "I hear you were causing your usual disasters again last night." He looked down at the two mummified hands pressing against his chest and jeered, "Is that why you're wrapped up like a freak, Useless?"

As the small non-Viking jolted backwards, frantically wiggling and fighting to free himself from his cousin's strong grasp, Warthog stepped forward, bumping his large chest into the back of the struggling boy. Sandwiched between, Hiccup yelped and stopped writhing when a strong hand reached up and grabbed his hair, yanking his head back hard, exposing his vulnerable throat to his tormenters; like a lamb being led to slaughter.

When presented with Hiccup's throat, Snotlout released his iron-fisted grasp on the tunic, and slowly, deliberately moved his open palm up Hiccup's chest to his throat, maximizing the boy's fear. Hiccup coughed and gasped when the large boy squeezed viciously. Clawing at the strangling meathook around his neck, the young future chief frantically tried to pry the fingers loose, desperate to get just a scant more precious air.

Snotlout leaned in close and rotated the the gasping youth's head left and right before throwing an amused look over his shoulder to the ruffians eagerly waiting behind. "Hel, Useless, there ain't one hair on your face or neck. It's like you ain't even a man!" Raucous laughter erupted from the rowdy teens. Snickering, Pondscum stepped forward and spat on Hiccup's face, causing the terrorized boy to flinch. With his rough, dirty index finger, he began wiping his saliva around Hiccup's chin and neck, teasing in a low voice, "Hel, maybe if we water it, something will grow!"

As the spittle ran down Hiccup's neck, he opened his mouth and tried to croak out a plea for more air, but only a stiffled gasp emerged. Turning pale, his eyes fluttered and rolled back in his head as as he felt himself starting to go limp. Sensing an impending blackout, Snotlout loosened the vice-like grip allowing the young teen to gulp in air and refill his air-starved lungs.

"Oh, no, no, no, little fucked up Hiccup... Can't have you passing out on us..." Snotlout paused and continued with a chuckle in his voice. "... well, not just yet, anyway. We still have a whole day of fun planned ahead for you."

Shooting a look to Warthog, the hand in Hiccup's hair vanished, only to be replaced by two massive, squeezing arms which wrapped around his small chest, pinning his arms to his sides, making it difficult to breathe. Once the boy's head was released, it instinctively dropped to his chest, lying limp and submissive. Surveying his younger cousin's posture with glee, Snotlout used the hand still latched onto Hiccup's throat to gently lift his chin, forcing their eyes to meet.

Glaring, Snotlout curled his lip into a snarl, sucked in a deep breath and shouted, "I asked you a question, Useless! You are to answer your superiors!", spit erupting from his mouth from the ferocity of his roar.

"Why. Are. You. Wrapped. Up. Like. A. Freak. Useless?" His fat index finger repeatedly thumped Hiccup hard on the forehead, causing the boy's head to forcefully bob backwards as he punctuated each word.

When the thumping stopped, Hiccup hesitated, still staring into Snotlout's face, eyes wide and mouth agape. Involuntarily he looked down at his arms, still wrapped in the soft, white linen from the forge. "They were burned in the fire." Hiccup answered meekly, his voice sincere and honest.

A backhand came flying out of nowhere and landed hard on Hiccup's cheek, snapping his head back, sending black spots swimming across his vision. With his open hand still raised, Snotlout suddenly clenched it into a fist. His bare knuckles were fiery red from the force of the blow he just dealt.

Acknowledging the silent signal, Warthog intensified his crushing squeeze, holding the weak-kneed boy tighter. Leaning in close, Snotlout spoke pragmatically, a strange, twisted logic at work in his head. "Interesting... but I don't think a few superficial burns is payment enough for the damage you caused last night. I think Gobber needs to be payed back with blood."

Pulling back and standing erect, the bad-tempered brute quickly created a plan of attack designed to cause the most damage to Hiccup's body and spirit. Licking his lips, anticipating the sweet taste of pain, the hoodlum started slowly deriding his captive. "I hear that you burned down the forge because you are a complete and utter fuck up, and are as useless at that job as you are at being a Chief's son." A smirk crossed his face as his words provoked a shamed look from his small cousin.

Encouraged, Snotlout circled the boy as he spoke, "I know I've been waiting at least a week for my new weapon." An emphasis placed dramatically on the word 'I've', as his hand landed on his chest with a thump, deliberately accentuating his exasperation. "I think my colleagues here have been too," he continued, stopping in front of the thin, beleaguered boy, his hand gesture sweeping broadly to include the surrounding people.

Snotlout sighed disappointedly and pouted. "Tsk-tsk, Useless," he mocked, wagging his dirty finger side to side in front of Hiccup's face. "I suppose you're as incompetent at smithing as you are at everything else."

"I hear your Dad is completely humiliated and ashamed by having the village cursed runt, and a total waste of space, I might add, as his son," he ridiculed. "Did you know that? Hmm?" The corners of his mouth upturned into a smirk, his brows raised, suggesting his blatant insult warranted a serious response.

"That's a lie!" Hiccup blurted in defense.

"A lie, you say?" Snotlout threw his head back, cackling wildly.

"My own father told me so in confidence. He said your Dad confessed that you are a huge disappointment, and he regrets not throwing you into the sea when you were born," Seeing Hiccup's eyes widen and his face contort in pain, Snotlout moved in for the verbal kill.

"I'm sure it breaks the old man's heart to suffer every day seeing his brother have a proper Viking for an offspring, and then having to go home to you. His girly boy. Incapable of doing anything right." Snotlout moved his hand to his chest and clutched his tunic.

Making sniffling noises he mimicked severe sadness, his face and voice leaking artificial grief, "Oh, the poor man. He will die in complete shame one day, and on his death bed, he will admit he wished he had a proper son to carry on his name."

As the poisonous words burrowed into Hiccup, his eyes closed and he slumped. The suspected truth of the words ripped into his heart like a dull-edged dagger.

Egged on by the sweet nectar of humiliation, a wicked smile crossed Snotlout's lips. "I know it's hard to hear these things, but I feel it's my duty, as your blood cousin, to let you know the things your own Dad tells others, but can't seem to bring himself to tell you to your pathetic face."

"Honestly, I think you should be thanking me for having the guts to tell you this stuff. It's far better to have it come from family, than a stranger... I mean, that's what we're here for, right?"

"Family..." Hiccup huffed ironically.

"What's that, Useless? did you say something about family?"

Suddenly, Snotlout grabbed Hiccup by the shirt and yanked him forward, his small chest ramming against his captor's arms, forcing an exhaled groan. "Speaking of family, what are you going to bring to the celebration, Useless? Kind of hard to bring a gift for your dead Mom, seeing that you're the one that killed her!" Hiccup's green eyes shot upward to look directly at his cousin, eyes wide with surprise.

A triumphant smile splashed across the tormentor's face. He had found the chink in his victim's armor. The killer instinct now kicked in, as he twisted his proverbial blade. "Ah, I see you know you're the one that killed you Mom. Mmmm... How nice," he hissed with pleasure. Hiccup's eyes never left his cousin's face as he spoke, his silence confirming the vicious  
>words.<p>

Snotlout broke eye contact to circle his target, his body language confident and predatory. His deep, slightly sibilant voice was suddenly right aside Hiccup's ear, making him jump. "I suppose if I had killed my Mom, I'd understand why my Dad hated me too."

"Imagine the humiliation your Dad has to suffer daily. He's a Viking Chief for Thor's sake, and has a sansorðinn for a son!" The other boys laughed uproariously as the venomous words spilled from their leader's mouth.

Watching the pain break across his quarry's face, he silently thanked the Gods that Hiccup wore his heart on his sleeve. 'You make this too easy...' he thought as his lips curled, threatening to break into a full-on grin.

The perverted game intensified as Snotlout crossed his arms and stroked his chin as if deep in thought, purposely speaking slowly. "You do understand that, don't you Useless? Your Dad can't stand the sight of you because you killed the only woman he ever loved." Hiccup's eyes suddenly locked onto his cousin's smiling face. His mind flooded with the dark thoughts he tried earlier  
>to suppress.<p>

"No. That's not true..." Hiccup retorted, his voice weak and trembling, lacking any conviction.

Snotlout sighed heavily, "Accused of telling another lie, am I?" He asked, his questioning voice feigning innocence.

Deepening and dropping in volume, his tone quickly became deadly serious. "Think about this Useless. If your Dad had the chance to choose who'd die when you were born, do you think he would have chosen your Mom instead of you? Even you have to know deep inside that your Dad hates you, because you are... well... you... A completely useless Viking. I mean, even you aren't that slow in the brain," emphasizing the word 'that' as his cohorts laughed hysterically from behind.

After waiting for the laughter to subside, he smirked, "But, I could be wrong..." He threw a questioning hand in the air as he turned his back to Hiccup.

"You see... you're cursed. We all know this. You're destined to kill everything that's ever loved you. I mean, I think your Mom wanted to die, just so that she didn't have to live with the shame of having a kid like you. A loser; a disaster; a freak of nature."

Raucous laughter erupted from the group as they gloried in watching a single tear force its way down one of Hiccup's flushed cheeks. Hiccup felt broken, all his worst and darkest fears laid bare before him by the lucky guesses of a knuckle-dragging creep. Deep down, in the recesses of his mind, he knew it was all true. It had to be. It made perfect sense and summed up his whole life.

Reveling in his emotional victory, and determined to follow up with a physical one, a huge fist suddenly landed on Hiccup's unprotected stomach. The violent blow winded the skinny teen, causing him to lurch forward and struggle to draw breath.

Still held immobile by Warthog's massive arms, the weak youngster could do little to stop the follow-up blow from pounding his already sore ribs, causing another wave of pain. As Hiccup screamed, he could hear more laughter erupt.

The sound of Rattail's jubilant voice shrieking "Hit the freak again!" rang in Hiccup's ears as rough hands grabbed his shoulders and a knee was thrust into his side, colliding with his ribs again. The strong arms wrapped aggressively around his upper torso suddenly released, allowing his bruised and beaten body to collapse onto the muddy ground. Hiccup protectively covered his mid section as he coughed and gasped for air, his pained moans echoing into the early morning air with biting clarity.

Rattail stepped forward and stood next to Hiccup as he laid on the ground. Brandishing a knife, he bent at the waist and grabbed the boys left arm taut. Struggling to break free from the powerful grip, Hiccup squirmed only to have Rattail place his heavy foot on his sore ribs. With a quick slash from his dagger, Hiccup's bandages were cut away, exposing the raw and blistered skin to the warm morning air.

Putting his dagger back into his belt, Rattail extended Hiccup's wounded arm toward Snaketongue as he approached. The dark teen positioned himself directly above the trapped boy and cautiously removed a small, innocuous pouch from his tunic. A small grin creeped across his face and his eyes glistened as he surveyed his helpless, struggling victim.

Hiccup looked up with pain-filled eyes which begged for mercy, something the green orbs knew wouldn't be given. The delinquent opened the pouch and hesitated before pouring the contents onto his arm, maximizing the fear of anticipation.

Looking down at the helplessly squirming figure, his eyes cold and menacing, Snaketongue snickered, "Wow, little boy, you have such skinny arms. I better make sure I aim accurately, or I might miss." With great care, the powder was slowly sprinkled onto the small boy's arm and hand.

There was a short delay between when the substance hit Hiccup's arm, and when the burn of a million suns hit his body. The pain was so intense Hiccup found himself teetering on the verge of unconsciousness. His body involuntarily convulsed as the powder was absorbed into his open wounds. At the sound of small boy's agonizing screams, cold pleasure suffused into Snaketongue's eyes, dark joy filling him with each scream. It was like a sweet melody played just for him, and he enjoyed every bitter chord.

After drinking down his fill of shrieks, he lunged at Hiccup and covered his mouth, stifling the cries. "Silence... Shhhhh..." he crooned into the smaller teen's ear, "We don't want to attract any..." he paused, using his free hand to gently move Hiccup's sweat-darkened bangs from his forehead, "unwanted attention while we play." Hiccup screamed through the hand-muzzle clamped across his mouth. Writhing with pain beneath his imprisoner's meaty hand, tears streaked down his face as he silently begged for release from his torment.

Snaketongue continued to keep a tight grip on Hiccup's mouth while his other hand moved from his hair to his face, almost lovelingly wiping the boy's tears from his cheeks. "Shh... little boy. It's all right. It's my own special blend. I tested it on a lot of animals before I got the recipe... just right." He pinched his thumb and index fingers together, bobbing his hand, as he spoke the last two words of his sentence.

"Hmmmm," he purred, as if he was tasting some delicious food. "I've never had the opportunity to test this on a person before. I see by your reaction, you approve of my..." pausing again for fearful emphasis, "creativity."

Rattail dropped Hiccup's arm when his breathing returned to normal and his groans lessened. Roughly latching onto the other arm, he again removed the protective bandages, revealing the burned and blistered skin beneath. Realizing their intent, Hiccup struggled to free himself, but his weakened and drained body lacked any real resistance. With fear widened eyes, Hiccup watched Snaketongue again reach for his pouch of pain and hover it threateningly, shaking it slighly. "Oh Gods no... please, not again." Hiccup quietly pleaded as he exhaled.

"What's that I hear, little boy, are you begging me to spare you? Beg again little Hiccup." Snaketongue demanded as he gripped Hiccup's jaw. "Beg for it little boy. I want to hear you grovel for mercy," he growled. His grip tightened painfully as if trying to squeeze the words from Hiccup's mouth.

"I want to hear the Chief's brilliant little son beg me," he laughed contemptuously. "So where do all those brains and no brawn get ya now kid? Nowhere, that's where. Because you're nothin'. You're less than nothin'. You're a Hiccup. The curse and embarrassment of the tribe." Snaketongue's fingers dug into Hiccup's cheek drawing blood as the barrage of insults flowed effortlessly from his lips.

A heat derived from pure anger rose up in Hiccup's chest as he yelled, "No! I won't beg. Do whatever you damn well want! I won't beg for anything!" Hiccup couldn't believe the ferocity of his own words. Slamming his eyes shut he prepared himself for the inevitable consequences. A joyous chant built up around him, "Do it! Do it! Do it!" The volume rose until it was almost deafening.

"Suit yourself, young, little chiefling. But I think we'd all like to hear the mighty Chief's son scream again." The pleasure in Snaketongue's taunt was unmistakable.

The powder was again carefully sprinkled onto his open wounds. Hiccup bit his bottom lip drawing blood as he fought back his screams. Tears rolled down his cheeks and mixed with the blood on his chin, the bloody fluid dripping off his face and onto his dirtied neck.

As he writhed on the ground, a heavy boot was pressed harshly on his chest, increasing with pressure as he thrashed. Even as the pain mounted Hiccup remained silent, allowing only quiet moans to escaped his lips, refusing to be entertainment for the group of low-life stooges tormenting him.

For what seemed like an eternity, Hiccup's body burned. His muffled moans barely echoed into the post-dawn light until eventually the pain lessened and his frame became slack. Sweaty and sore from his flailing, he laid breathless and shaking on the sun-warmed earth.

Rattail released Hiccup's arm and watched it fall limply beside the small boy's spent body. He then lifted his large foot off the youth's chest and stomped close to Hiccup's head, enjoying the resulting flinch.

As Hiccup laid helpless on the ground, fighting to stay conscious through stilted breaths, a laughing Snotlout knelt down and jeered, "That's payback for part of Gobber's forge, Useless..." With a snap of his fingers Hiccup was unceremoniously grabbed and hauled to his feet. Teetering on weak legs, the small boy looked resolutely into his cousin's eyes as rough hands gripped his arms tightly.

With as much conviction as he could muster, Hiccup gasped through the pain and replied, "I... I didn't burn down the forge. It... it was the lightning. I told you that already." Snotlout's face instantly contorted with hate as he swung the back of his hand, making contact with Hiccup's cheek, snapping the youth's head backward.

The barely conscious teen stood swaying on shaky legs, refusing to crumble. Warthog released one of his arms and seized his chin with his hand, forcing the boy's face upward to stare into the malicious eyes of his cousin. "Now, where was I before I was so rudely interrupted."

"Ah, yes. We were discussing your punishment. Let's see... What shall the second part of your punishment be for your crimes, Useless?" The large teen stroked his chin thoughtfully as he paced back and forth. "Well, seeing you burnt down a man's building, I think you should have to pay with some flesh." A devious sparkle flashed in his eyes, "Wouldn't you agree, Useless?" Hiccup stood impassive and steadfast, knowing the answer was already preordained.

Snotlout stared into the defiant eyes of his cousin, "I asked you a question, Useless." he growled softly. "It's best for you if you're a good little boy, and answer me," his breath putrid with the stifling scent of mead.

With obvious annoyance, Snotlout stepped back a few feet, turned his back to Hiccup and raised the level of his voice. "Don't you agree you should have to pay for your crime?" his voice filled with venom. Hiccup responded gently, his voice shaky but firm, "I.. I told you. I didn't burn down the forge. It... it was the lightning."

Upon hearing Hiccup's response, Snotlout spun on his heals and bolted to within inches of the boy's face, "Who do you think you are, contradicting me?" he demanded incredulously. Hiccup, drained of all strength, dead-panned, "No one of consequence."

Snotlout reeled back, "What does that mean?" he shouted. "Are you insulting me, you useless piece of shit!?" Letting his hand fly again, Hiccup felt the blow to his face, the force knocking him off his feet. Sprawled on the ground, he curled in on himself, trying to protect his head from the blows he knew would soon follow.

A slew of invectives poured through his attackers' mouths as Hiccup sucked in a breath and felt the kicks and blows begin to rain down on his body. The pain was overwhelming, but Hiccup refused to scream and allow his attackers to feast on his cries. As he was held motionless on the ground, he told himself he wouldn't cry out and give them the satisfaction of seeing him defeated.

Suddenly the sharp pains stopped and were replaced by dull aches. Hiccup's mind slowly came back into focus as he realized the blows had stopped and the hands on his legs and arms were gone. As he panted heavily, he could hear shuffling movements around him, and then suddenly felt hot breath against his cheek. Turning, he saw a pair of half lidded, amused eyes staring cruelly at him.

Snaketongue spoke in a soft, gentle tone, as if he was speaking to a small child. "Good boy, Hiccup. Yes, I know it hurts. But your pain is just so... delicious," he hummed, slowly stroking the smaller boy's hair and face. Snaketongue's eyes sparkled with pleasure as he continued, "Snotlout, I think we need to leave our little friend here with a reminder of our day of fun together. Something..." he paused and tilted his head to the side, "...permanent."

A vicious grin crossed Snotlout's face. "I agree," he said congenially. With a snap of his fingers, Pondscum ran off. Using his full weight, Warthog placed his palms on Hiccup's shoulders and pinned the boy on the ground. To exhausted to fight back, Hiccup's pliable body was easily maneuvered so his arms were trapped over his head.

Snaketongue continued stroking Hiccup's face and hair, running his eyes over his body hungrily. At the sound of Pondscum's return, Snaketongue moved his hand slowly down Hiccup's chest, caressing the fabric, until it stopped at the bottom of his tunic. Gingerly, he grabbed the hem and slowly pulled the garment up towards Hiccup's collar bone, exposing his pink and freckled skin now littered with deep black and purple bruises.

With abject horror, Hiccup watched his cousin extend his arm and index finger toward him. "Prepare him!" He shouted.

Snaketongue moved his hand tenderly down Hiccup's exposed chest, examining his thin torso in an apparent search. Hiccup's stomach flinched at the light touch, his small chest heaving with panicked breaths, making Snaketongue almost giggle with delight.

Snaketongue's hand continued to roam freely over the smooth freckled skin. "My, my, little boy," Snaketongue chuckled, "There doesn't appear to be one hair on this chest. You really do look like a maiden." A chorus of laughter erupted amidst the group.

"Get your hands off me!" Hiccup shouted, thrashing and twisting, his legs lashing out to strike his captors. Snaketongue smiled at his feisty prey. "Oh, please struggle little boy. It makes this so much sweeter for me."

Ignoring Hiccup's demand, Snaketongue's hand slowly crept further down the boy's stomach, stroking his skin almost amorously. Grabbing the top of Hiccup's leggings, he slowly pulled the band down exposing his protruding left hip bone. Stroking the soft inner skin on his hip he purred, "Here... That's where the mark needs to be."

"Stop it!" Hiccup shouted desperately. "Get off!" His voice clearly saturated with panic as he started fighting against the strong hold on his shoulders.

The sheer terror threaded through the screaming boy's voice caused Snaketongue's breathing to increase. Almost panting, he licked his lips with desire. "Not long now, my little gift. Soon you'll have my, er, our mark."

Realizing his mistake, Snaketongue looked up apologetically at Snotlout. "Of course, it's our mark," he clarified. "I wouldn't assume the pretty little chiefling belonged solely to me..." he smirked. Leaning down, he finished the last part of his sentence as a whisper in Hiccup's ear, "well, at least not yet, anyway..." Pulling back, he locked eyes with Hiccup and pressed his index finger to his pursed lips, "Shhh..." he quietly soothed. Hiccup's eyes widened and his mouth fell agape as he tried to contemplate the meaning of the words. There was something odd lurking behind Snaketongue's eyes; a darkness, an excitement, a lust.

As if on queue, Pondscum approached holding a branding iron. Hiccup broke eye contact with Snaketongue as he shifted his eyes to the approaching teen. The small boy gulped audibly as he saw the unfamiliar snake like swirl and the two straight line design on the tip of the rod glowing like red hot fire.

"Gods, no, no, no!" Hiccup begged. "Please, stop... Don't do this!"

At the sound of the boy's pleas, Snaketongue bent over and gently kissed Hiccup on the forehead and then his cheek, whispering into his ear, "Don't worry. It will be over soon. The pain won't last long, and the scar will forever remind you of me. It's a special design that was given to me by, well..." Snaketongue hesitated, smiling sinisterly, "... someone very important, or soon will be. But that's a conversation for us to have another day... my young wannabe chieftain". As if privy to some inside joke, he pulled back chuckling, the sound electrifying Hiccup's already uncontrolled panic.

Snotlout moved closer to Hiccup and extended his hand, wiggling his fingers for the hot iron. Once in his grip, he bent down toward the boy and laughed with verve, "This is going to hurt like Hel, Useless!" A chorus of riotous laughter erupted as the group of teens moved closer to get a better view.

As Snotlout placed his left hand on Hiccup's hip, to steady the wriggling youth, his eyes sparkled and he grimaced, "Just like old times, Useless. Here's your reminder of all the fun we've had, and all the fun yet to come."

Digging sharp nails into soft flesh, he drew a sharp pained gasp from the restrained boy. "Oh, and don't even think about telling anyone about this, because, if you do, I promise the next time will be far worse."

As the weapon was brought close, Hiccup could feel the burning heat from the iron's blazing tip. Closing his eyes, he tried to steady his breathing, preparing his mind and body for the white hot pain that was about to resonate through his core, leaving a permanent mark that would forever remind him of this humiliating day..

Just when he could almost feel the blazing iron touching his skin, and almost smell his burning flesh, his eyes snapped open to the sound of a voice, deadly calm and icy.

"I wouldn't do that if I were you."
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><p>Chapter 6<br>======

The calm, icy voice, intoned with the assurance of someone who would carry out their threat, repeated the sentence more forcefully. Implied danger clung to every spoken word.

"I said..." The voice paused as a deep breath was sucked in, "I wouldn't do that if I were you." The remainder of the sentence was spoken slowly on the exhale through gritted teeth. The voice dropped almost an octave in tone as the words were almost growled.

At the sound of the fierce voice, the taunts and boisterous laughter from the restive teens abruptly stopped. The branding iron, which hovered dangerously close to its targeted landing spot on Hiccup's freckled flesh, was slowly and judiciously withdrawn.

The once steady and fearless hand which grasped the torture tool with zeal, ready to inflict blinding pain on its hapless victim, now shook slightly with fear as Snotlout stared at the foreboding figure who now stood between him and his perverse form of entertainment.

The small boy on the ground winced in pain as the rough hands gripped onto his body tightened and dug into his flesh. His head twisted frantically searching for the source of the voice, only to find his view obscured by the large bodies surrounding him. But Hiccup he wasn't hallucinating; he had heard it, he knew he had. He had heard the beautiful feminine voice of a Valkyrie sent straight from Valhalla by Odin himself. His prayer to the Gods had been answered.

The voice spoke again in a more aggravated tone, "Don't you hear well, asshole? I said... Back off!"

A look of pure fury radiated from Snotlout's face, sending shivers down Hiccup's spine as the large boy was reluctantly forced to end his assault. Hiccup had seen that dangerous look on his cousin's face countless times prior to the large boy's vicious attacks upon him. It was the look that always preceded intense violence on whomever it landed; which was usually him.

Knowing the level of violence his cousin was capable of, Hiccup feared for his Valkyrie's safety. He knew he had to divert the groups attention away from their new prey.

Desperately trying to redirect Snotlout's focus, the pinned boy began thrashing. He screamed, "It's me you want! Leave her out of this!"

The large dark haired boy's resolve seemed to remain firm as he continued to stare in the direction of the newcomer, his demeanor unaffected by Hiccup's antagonistic scream. Seeing the rage in his cousin's face build and intensify, Hiccup quickly sputtered an insult, "Leave her alone! you... you... troll-brained... dragon-breathed... um... big dummy!"

Astrid rolled her eyes, blowing out a huff of air which caused the bangs covering one of her eyes to rise up in frustration at the lameness of her self-appointed protector's, pathetic jab. Undecided if she was grateful that the sweet, green-eyed boy's character lacked the ability to spew pejoratives, or if she pitied his lack of innate Viking vilifying skills, Astrid knew one thing for certain. Hateful words were foreign to the innocent, un-Viking-like boy who laid pinned to the ground desperately trying to protect her.

At the sound of Hiccup's fierce voice (well, as fierce as Hiccup could manage considering his current situation), Snotlout snapped his head downward, locking eyes with the small trapped child under his meaty paw. The boy's defiant eyes showed a strength that infuriated his controlling cousin. 'How dare that insolent whelp not fear me after all we've done to him.' The dark thought pulsed through his veins, feeding the pure unadulterated hatred that rose in his chest.

Without warning, Snotlout suddenly bellowed, "Shut up! You useless! Good for nothing! Fucking piece of shit!" A large fist was then thrust downward impacting Hiccup's cheek.

Before Hiccup could recover from his dazed state, he felt the large, calloused fist of his brutal cousin strike his face twice more, once on the jaw and then the temple. As the impacts buffeted Hiccup's head, stars flashing before his eyes, his small moans of pain echoed pitifully into the post-dawn air.

Blood trickled down the stunned boy's face as he struggled to stay conscious, eyelids fluttering. Teetering on the brink of blackness, his beaten body limp and dazed from battling pain, his muddled mind registered only dribs and drabs of the ensuing conversation.

After watching yet another bout of brutality, the female voice repeated, low and angry, "You're gonna regret that. You should've listened when you had the chance." Her voice radiating the promise to deliver on her implied threat.

Astrid widened her stance, preparing for battle, as she looked down at the unconscious, half-starved youth, whose extremely thin and freckled torso was littered with scrapes, cuts, and scratches. The numerous black and purple bruises from his mistreatment at the hands of the unfriendly mob of miscreants, were pronounced on his fair skin, making the young Viking female almost wince with empathetic pain.

The battered face and tortured body of the sweet, helpless boy lying restrained on the ground ignited a raging fire within Astrid's core as she gazed upon the group of huge boys with disgust. While she was a tough, no-nonsense Viking, she was honorable. In her mind it was honorless for a mob to beat and torture a small defenseless boy several years their junior.

From his kneeling position next to Hiccup, Snotlout slowly wiped the back of his hand across the boy's ripped tunic, removing the fresh blood. Arching his back and rolling his shoulders, Snotlout slowly rose to his full height, intentionally trying to intimidate the fierce female warrior, who had on many prior occasions easily beaten him in hand-to-hand combat.

Throwing the hot iron aside, the self-proclaimed leader stared into Astrid's eyes, his face slowly softening as the wheels in his conniving mind began to spin a scenario he hoped would appease his adversary, removing her as an obstacle and allowing his activities to continue unabated.

Raising his forearms, palms up in a negotiatory gesture, Snotlout let out a disappointed sigh before speaking in a softer voice, clearly meant to be demeaning. "Now, now, you can't tell me that you really care what happens to old Useless here, can ya?"

Astrid's eyes narrowed as she stared back, her body filled with fury, "I don't like uneven odds in a fight, that's all," she breathed out in a raspy retort. "Now, let him go! I won't tell you again!" Her voice dripped with unspoken threats as she bounced her axe menacingly in her left hand, while her right increased its white-knuckle death grip on the handle.

Invigorated by the excitement born of a new tactical game, the large teen's grin widened and his body tensed before speaking again, his ingratiating words conflicting with the hostility weaved throughout his body language. "We're reasonable people. I'm sure we can come to some, um, agreement here." he purred trying to lull Astrid into a false sense of security.

Sauntering toward the beautiful female, he continued, his arms still held in a position suggesting compromise. "Well, Useless, here," gesturing with his hand, and a quirk of his head toward the boy on the ground, "... is the future chief, so he's worth a lot to me. Ironic isn't it? To be so completely useless, but still be so valuable to the tribe because of your birth right." His voice trailed off as a sinister chuckle ripped from his throat.

Snotlout's shoulders hunched slightly as he shot a glance to his comrades, his arms still suggesting the desire to compromise, but his eyes suddenly filled with envy as he continued to speak. "... Which, for all intents and purposes, should have been mine." His voice clearly indicated his disgust at the birthright hierarchy.

Catching himself for dropping his facade, the dark teen quickly straightened his posture, cleared his throat abruptly, and allowed a smarminess to reradiate from his face, "And you know me, I don't give up something of value, easily." A playful smirk flashed across his face, "Especially when I can gain great benefits from that item."

Snotlout slowly lowered his extended, negotiatory hands and placed them on his hips as he began circling the warrior girl in a predatory manner, his cold eyes never leaving her delicate face. "Think of what I'm doing as providing a service to our little close-knit Viking community." His oily voice laced with condemnation, his right hand gestured back down the road toward the Village center.

"You understand, don't you? I'm training Useless to ultimately take orders from me. He will be trained to defer to me as his, um, better."

The chieftain usurper snorted as he continued. "You know, his master, or superior if you'd like to think of it in those terms, instead."

Snotlout's predatory circling stopped directly in front of the young Viking girl as he moved to within inches of her face, scrunching his nose, he deeply inhaled the sweet scent of her skin, a look of ecstasy playing on his face before exhaling through his mouth and continuing. "I thought of all people, you would be thanking me for this..." a crooked smiled glossed over his lips as he raised his eyebrows and finished his thought, "... service."

"Training him how?" The golden-haired beauty shot back bitingly, taking two steps back, increasing the strike distance between herself and her opponent. "By being your personal torture toy? By marking him as your property?"

Snotlout hissed out a chuckle as he spoke, shaking his head in amusement, acutely aware his foe positioned herself just outside his reach, "You're looking at this all wrong. I'm... helping our tribe." His voice almost begging to be believed, but his cold calculating eyes were contradictory.

"You understand, don't you?" The teen questioned, "I'm helping Useless see his true position in the tribe; a servant, slave, or if it's more to your liking... " Snotlout chortled derisively as he continued, "... a pet who needs regular... disciplining."

The dark teen again moved to within inches of Astrid's face, his eyes locked on hers, his upper lip curled into playful snarl. "If you like, I can do for you what I've done for my friends here. If I were to wield more power in the tribe by breaking Useless' spirit, I could view you as..." He paused as he licked his lips, "... favorable. Do you understand what I'm saying? I could give you many..." he paused again briefly as if searching for a word, "... advantages. Especially if you consented to be my wife when we come of age." His hand slowly reached out and tenderly stroked her shiny, perfectly braided hair which trailed over her shoulder and fell neatly down across her chest. As his hand traveled downward along her soft hair, he lingered over one of her breasts, squeezing possessively, causing Astrid to tense and scowl at the intimate and presumptuous touch. Slapping his hand away, she spat back, "I'd rather wed a troll."

Keeping his eyes focused on the soft, golden rope which trailed down her shoulder and over her chest, he quickly reached out and grasped it tightly in his hand, his eyes filled with avarice as he pulled hard on her braid preventing her from stepping back. In a husky, breathy voice filled with seduction, he leaned in and whispered into her ear, "I'm sure, given the time and the proper motivation, I could manage to change your mind... Let me start by giving you the idiot boy as a... pet. Think of it as my personal gift to you." His hot breath against her neck sent a chill up her spine.

Pulling back from the blonde and releasing the hold on her hair, he spoke loudly, clearing intending his words to be heard by the other teens. "Of course that would depend on your agreeing to help us with his continued... training." A sadistic grin flashing across his dark features as he spoke.

Snotlout looked down upon the barely conscious boy and let only his eyes shoot up and retrain on Astrid's face before speaking in almost an amused voice, "It's obvious the child fancies you, so you would be a very powerful tool for controlling him. I could put you in charge of his... continued lessons, if you like." Astrid's eyes widened at the implication of Snotlout's words as she stared in disbelief.

Astrid snapped out of her shock when Snaketongue rose from his position kneeling aside Hiccup and bolted toward Snotlout, stopping only inches from his face before bellowing, "No! That wasn't the deal! I was promised..." his voice suddenly trailed off, leaving his sentence unfinished, his chest still heaving with anger.

"Silence Snaketongue!" his leader shouted back. "I promised you nothing, you babbling fool!" Snaketongue balled his hands into fists as he stared down Snotlout, his eyes cold and menacing. "I was promised..." he breathed out in a voice that swore revenge. Snaketongue stood stewing in anger, shoulders slumped, head lowered, as he glared up through greasy bangs at his leader, whispering to himself, "Mine and only mine... for a job well done... my gift. I was promised..."

Throwing his crony a venomous look for attempting to usurp his authority, Snotlout returned his attention to his female prey. Shaking off his confrontation with his underling, he continued his negotiation unfettered. "You needent worry about me really hurting Hiccup outright, you know." He paused and scanned the girl's face, attempting to read her thoughts, "...if that, by the way, was your concern by disrupting our games."

Lazily rubbing his palms together, Snotlout wiped the dirt away as he casually continued his conversation with the young Viking female, "Those pesky Viking rules concerning protocol, you know." His voice filled with amusement and feigned indifference.

"Unfortunately, I can't kill a member of the ruling family or my birth right is forfeit. However, our laws say nothing about breaking a chiefling and making them your puppet." He quipped matter-of-factly, giving Astrid a crooked grin.

"Oh, and I do love exploiting a good loophole for my own benefit." He chuckled, turning his head downward, his eyes piercing as they bore holes into Hiccup's limp form, a look of pure hatred flashing again across his face.

Snotlout lifted his head and stared directly at Astrid, swaggering toward her, his barrel chest extended to it's full girth. "Be certain of this, my blonde beauty..." he warned, his chin lifted in an air of authority as he spoke, "... mark my words. I will rule this tribe one day. Either directly or indirectly. But I can't do that if the Chief-to-be dies by my hand, or I'm implicated in his death. Which is why I need a team to help me train my..." A slow smile broke across his face as his voice finished mockingly, "... future servant."

Astrid's crystal blue eyes bulged, her faced flushed with anger as she screamed, "You're fucking sick, you know that! You're never going to have control over this tribe! Never!"

The look on Snotlout's face changed from cunning to one of amusement within seconds. "Oh really," Snotlout snorted as he walked over to Hiccup's semi-conscious body and kicked him in the head. "And whose gonna stop me?" he spat.

Astrid's grip on her axe tightened as she watched the small boy on the ground groan from the impact of his abuser's foot. Her eyes were drawn to the slow flow of blood from his temple as it rolled down his face, mixing with the dirt on the road, staining it brown and making a eerie, surreal scene.

As her eyes remained locked on the limp form of the young chief-to-be, the female Viking said sternly, "I will." Her eyes lifting from Hiccup's battered body to glare directly into the eyes of her adversary.

"And since I don't like unfair fights," she rolled her head left, then right, tactically surveying and assessing the group of male teens, meeting each of their gazes with her cold ice blue eyes, "You better call in a couple more of your loser buddies to help even the odds." A low grumble of fear ripped through the group like a slow roll of thunder as her words echoed into the early morning air.

Snotlout approached the fiesty female as she fearlessly prepared herself for the inevitable confrontation, her eyes bright with fury, her muscles tense with adrenaline. Slowly the large boy raised both his hands in a gesture of mock surrender and began speaking for the entire group of males, "Now, now. Calm down, my sweet beauty. I see my generous offer has been rejected. How unfortunate for you." A sad smile crossed his face, his eyes insincere in their attempt to portray concern.

"That being said, there's no reason we need to fight over Useless. I see that today's..." he paused, "... training activities have brought some unforeseen, and undesirable attention, and have come to a close. Something I'll make sure I rectify in the future."

"Since I'm not prepared to bring further attention to myself... just yet anyway... we'll leave quietly." Snotlout brought his right index finger to his pursed lips and whispered the end of the sentence for effect, slowly backing away from Hiccup's body as he turned.

With a quick flicking gesture from his hands, the other teens released the small unconscious boy and backed away from his bloody and beaten body. Slowly locking in step with their ruthless leader, they disappeared back down the road whence they came, like shadows retreating into the darkness, scared off by the brilliance of the morning sun.

As Astrid watched the thugs disappear into the distance, she loosened the grip on her axe and exhaled triumphantly. Her eyes never lost the piercing determination to fix the wrong she'd just witnessed.

When she felt it was safe to do so, she slowly walked toward the small figure lying motionless on the road. Kneeling down, she surveyed his body for damage, noting the red stained clothes and the streaks of blood that cascaded down his face from invisible cuts hidden above his hairline.

Tenderly running her right hand across the youth's dirt-stained face and into his hairline, she cautiously probed for damage, making notes of the several gashes she found on his scalp. Lightly gripping his chin, she rolled his face, left to right, looking for any hidden trauma that might have caused serious damage.

Satisfied her initial inspection revealed no severe damage to the head, she exhaled in pity as she slowly lifted his tunic, visually examining his chest and back. Both showed numerous cuts and bruises, some so severe she wondered if bones had actually been broken. A small sigh of remorse escaped her lips as her eyes gently scanned the painfully thin, lean body of the sweet, bumbling boy with whom she interacted earlier that day. For just a brief moment, she smiled and her mind wandered to how the freckles covering the youth's lithe body were a pleasant topping to his dark auburn hair and lovely green eyes.

Clearing her throat and shaking her head in order to clear her embarrassing thoughts, she refocused and with a caring and gentle touch, she ran her right hand over the boy's chest and felt his protruding ribs for any signs of damage. Coming up empty, she placed her axe by his head and ran both her hands over his shoulders and down arms. Blushing furiously, she placed her hands on his hips and repeated her search by running over his hip bones and down his thighs to his ankles, verifying nothing was broken.

Once satisfied he was relatively undamaged, she began tapping his face with the back of her hand simultaneously calling out his name. "Hiccup..." she whispered. "Can you hear me?" she continued in a soft and gentle voice. "Hiccup?" her voice rising slightly in volume, her tapping becoming slightly more insistent.

Hiccup groggily woke to the sound of a sweet, melodic voice gently saying his name, the soft pat of a hand on his cheek slightly shaking his head. His foggy brain recognized the voice as the Valkyrie that was sent by Odin himself to save him from his tormenters.

As the enchanting voice called his name again, he unconsciously responded, "Yes, my sweet Valkyrie?" to which he received a hard smack on the cheek, causing his eyes to fly open.

"W-What?" he sputtered out muzzily, eyes searching the area for his new attacker. After a short random search with fluttering eyelids, his gaze landed on the thing he feared most in all the world: the beautiful blonde Viking of his dreams.

Paralyzed with fear, his mouth fell agape as he just stared at the vision of loveliness before him. Mentally convincing himself that his brain was malfunctioning from his severe beating, he shook his head to clear the cobwebs and his tense body relaxed. Almost immediately, his signature grin splashed across his face. "Yeah, like she'd be here. You've lost it Hiccup." he chastised jokingly. "They must have really loosened some screws. You've now officially gone round the bend." His voice full of humorless sarcasm.

The beautiful face that hovered dangerously close to the boyish teen simply stared back emotionless. Expecting the vision of his goddess to waver and then vanish, he reached up and flicked his hand trying to disperse the image when the unthinkable happened. His hand suddenly collided with something very hard and definitely corporeal; her face.

The relaxed and smiling look he previously sported immediately turned into one of abject horror as he realized he just slapped the girl of his dreams. With an audible gulp he realized she had to have witnessed his pathetic ass being bested in a fight. As the burn of humiliation washed over Hiccup's body, he slammed his eyes closed, wrinkled his nose, and breathed out a whispered plea for help, "Oh Gods, please don't let this be real. I'm completely humiliated. Please, please, just kill me now."

Squinting one eye open to see if the beautiful female was still there, he was met with a cool but gentle voice, the face unreadable as to the emotion lurking beneath.

"I checked you over. There doesn't appear to be any significant head trauma, so there aren't any loose screws."

"It also doesn't appear that the Gods have any immediate plans to take you to Valhalla, so, if you can stand and walk, we should get you home." she intoned brusquely.

Grabbing Hiccup unceremoniously under his arm, Astrid hauled the waif-like teen to his feet, nudging him forward toward the Chief's house.


	8. The March Home

**Again, thanks to everyone for hanging in there with me. I know updates are slow.**

**I appreciate the reviews, they're always helpful. A sincere thanks to everyone for their input. I appreciate knowing about the story pace, the lack of complexity of the plot, that some found humor in the chapter, and that Dragoneese would have been a good way to bring Toothless into the story. This is all valuable input and will help me become a better writer and a better story plotter.**

**I was especially grateful to hear from the guest poster that he/she could "feel" what the characters did. That was a real success for me since that was one goal I was working hard on achieving... Thanks for that input. Yeah, so sorry, but I'm not going to let up on Hiccup. He's in for a rough road. :-)**

**Like I said, it's a learning experience for me, so I need to know how things come across to the reader. It's the only way to improve, so I appreciate the critiques - the good, the bad and the ugly..**

**I'm pleased that at this point the story isn't hated and all the input given has been really helpful. Many thanks to all who took their time to review.**

**Yeah, sorry but I'm strong on the self deprecating humor... I don't see that changing. It's just how this dork works :-). Sorry.**

**Ok, this chapter is another light one. It again just focuses on some simple character dynamics and bonding. It's not very exciting, but I need to develop some bonding so that later chapters have the right impact.**

**I think my major flaw in plotting is that I'm being too linear between chapters. I've seen some stories which will kind of jump to the future and then use a paragraph or two to sum up what happened that they didn't write about, but needed to be said to move the plot along. I haven't mastered that, but I think I might try doing that a little later on.**

**Again, my hat off to writers. This is far harder than anything I've ever done.**

**Last Warning: Buckle up, Buttercup... Weather forecast for this chapter: light and fluffy.**

* * *

><p>Chapter 7:<br>======

On weak and shaky legs, Hiccup trudged forward at the insistent prodding of his rescuing Valkyrie. A firm but gentle hand landed on the small of his back, causing his achy and abused body to stumble forward, whenever his pace slowed. Her once eagerly sought after touch was now simply a painful reminder at how, once again, he was so useless he couldn't even protect himself.

'This is just brilliant...' the filthy and disheveled teen thought, 'escorted home by a chaperone. How am I ever going to live this down...' A pained look sat upon the boy's usually kind and innocent face as he huffed out a disappointed sigh. His thoughts dripped with self-loathing as he paced onward toward his home, dreading the inevitable conversation he'd be forced to have with his father. The constant pounding of the their booted footsteps down the stony pathway echoed like thunder in his ears, each footfall ringing endlessly into the warm morning air.

As the two figures made their way up the gentle slope toward the Chieftain's house, Hiccup stared absently at his feet, shoulders slumped in humiliation, kicking errant pebbles with his foot in an oddly metered shuffle. His mind's eye pictured his father's shamed and disappointed stare when told he had been rescued by Astrid. Complete and utter dread filled the young boy as he replayed the verbal taunts previously launched against him. His father's look would confirm all they'd said; he was indeed a complete and utter failure, and should have been destroyed as an infant for the good of the tribe.

Astrid stared intensely at the back of the boyish Viking in her charge, her mind still stormy after the encounter with Snotlout and his idiot subordinates. As she stewed silently, her eyes did a physical inventory of the small boy's slumped posture, the slight limp that plagued his steps, and the threadbare and tattered appearance of his bloodied clothes. She noted how his left hand automatically migrated to his right side and chest, clutching onto his pained ribs whenever he slightly stumbled, kicked at pebbles in the road, or increased his pace, his breathing heavy and labored.

She had to admit, the sweet, idiotic twit did show courage earlier when faced with a no-win situation. She liked that he remained strong and didn't break; he faced defeat honorably.

She'd only ever seen him as the incompetent, bumbling son of the chief, but there was something more lurking deep within; a clever mind, a fast tongue, and a quick whit. And something more, something she couldn't quite define. He seemed to compensate for his physical weakness with an internal spark, an unspoken strength of character that genuinely surprised her. Astrid wondered why she'd never noticed this before.

She mused that if he had been properly taught a few fighting skills, the quick-witted, boy genius might have even held his own in the fight. Of course people had tried to teach him fighting skills, and failed miserably, but she felt there was potential for him to be far more than what people imagined. He was just different. But different isn't always bad. Sometimes, in fact, it can be unexpectedly good. A gentle grin creeped across her face.

Watching Hiccup suddenly stumble forward and grab his pained ribs, Astrid's mind immediately flashed forward in time to the fuming and furious face of Stoick the Vast when told of the terrible abuse inflicted upon his only son. She slowly smiled and shook her head. Her only solace for the horrid events of the day would be the terrible punishment Stoick would heap upon Snotlout for his unforgiving cruelty. The smile slowly withered as she stared at the beaten and broken boy before her, limping pathetically toward his home. In her heart, she knew the punishment delivered would never fit the heinous crime. Like a snake in tall grass, Spitelout would protect his beastly brat and allow him slither away, twisting, side-stepping, detouring away from his well deserved comeuppance.

After what Hiccup perceived as hours of mindless trudging, Astrid stepped from behind the maltreated boy to position herself at his side. Breaking the silence, she asked, "Hiccup, tell me... how did you get trapped by Snotlout?" her voice soft and curious, lacking it's usual emotionless tone, as if worry lurked behind her words. Hiccup raised his head timidly and looked at her as she spoke, his eyes wide.

"He isn't exactly 'Mr. Stealth', you know." her voice playful. "His ego usually arrives at the scene about ten minutes before his skill." Her tone changed to one of amusement, and her eyes danced with mirth as she derided his meat-headed cousin. Hiccup couldn't help but smile at the uncharacteristic teasing displayed by the tough girl.

Hiccup laughed and then blushed with embarrassment, instantly feeling self-conscious after her question finally sunk into his brain. Running his hand into his bloody and muddy hair, he lowered his head, guiltily shooting a sideways glance toward the fair maiden, fearing to look into those piercing, mesmerizing blue eyes, convinced they somehow acted like a narcotic, producing a feeling of euphoria in his heart which often was followed by nausea, shallow breathing, clammy hands, and a brain that couldn't think straight.

Moving almost mechanically, his mind whirling desperately for what seemed like an eternity before finally squeaking out a response to her very simple and innocuous question. "Well..." Hiccup hesitated, his voice trailing off softly as guilt from his lusty daydream flooded his body, "Um... my mind was... um... well... um... p-preoccupied." His slight stutter triggered his nerves, causing a dirty hand to shoot up and rub the back of his neck, refusing to look at his companion fearing her stare would cause him to blather out the truth.

After a short silence, Hiccup peeked up at Astrid through the dirty hair that had fallen into his eyes. "I was going to, um, you know, take Snotlout and his merry band of misfits out..." he paused, smiling sheepishly, "... you know, with my awesome and fearsome fists of fury, but, um, I thought I maybe shouldn't hurt them too badly?" He said, his voice filled with clumsy humor and raised slightly in tone, making the sentence somewhat of a question. Balling his hands into fists he started throwing the most pathetic air punches Astrid could ever recall seeing before finally tripping over his own shuffling feet and stumbling forward. The absurdity of the faux fight, and the charming awkwardness of the air-boxing boy made Astrid crack a half-smile and huff out a small amused grunt. 'Okay', she thought, 'maybe I was wrong about him learning to fight.'

Becoming encouraged by her smile, Hiccup continued in a joking voice, "You know, I've been, um, working on becoming more..." he paused, after emphasizing the word 'more', exhaling exaggeratedly and mimicking a macho persona as he spoke, ".. you know, muscular, ripped, and... um... bulked up." His sentence accentuated by the flexing of one of his non-existent biceps, and a wry smile at the absurdity. Astrid smirked as she looked at the skinny appendage.

"Well, ah, maybe just muscular..." he continued, rubbing the back of his neck, a light blush flooding his fair, freckled cheeks. He then added, "...well ...you know, in the future."

Astrid giggled and smiled broadly, "Yeah, the very distant future." Her voice emphasizing the word 'distant' as she cast a sideways glance toward her companion, eyes dancing with amusement and playfulness.

Hiccup's heart soared, a wide smile spread across his face as his body flooded with excitement. He made Astrid Hofferson giggle. She actually giggled at something he said that was intentionally meant to be funny. The rush of feelings that ripped through his body was like nothing the young boy had ever felt. For the first time in his life, he didn't feel like a loser. Whether it was her look, or her demeanor, he couldn't be sure, but something seemed to whisper to his heart that he was good enough just the way he was.

As the teens continued to amble toward the Chieftain's home, Hiccup's mind wandered to a question that had been drifting in and out of his consciousness since he first woke from his beating. Gathering his courage, the young boy spoke softly, his voice trembling slightly, his arms locked at his sides, shoulders rising as tension flooded his body; a posture he had assumed many times prior to being physically hit.

"Astrid, since we're, um, asking questions, can I ask you something?"

"Of course." she responded quickly and politely.

Relaxing slightly, he posed his question. "Ah, well, I don't quite understand how you knew..." He paused momentarily, a puzzled look crossing his face before re-phrasing his question, "... well, um, why you were there." He shot the girl another quick glance hoping to gather some information from her body language.

"Oh," she said coolly. "Well, I saw Snotlout and his group of friends follow after you when you left the square."

Hiccup's brow furrowed in bewilderment. "Well, okay." Hiccup said, "But that really doesn't answer my question. I mean, how did you just happen to show up?" His voice questioning but gentle, his wide innocent eyes kindly searched her face.

Astrid looked uncomfortable under his watchful gaze as she continued determinedly to stare forward, as if pondering some complex mathematical problem. After a few moments of silence, she shot a quick glance toward the shy boy and stated curtly, "I followed." Her face as expressionless as her voice. Suddenly the Viking girl increased her pace as if trying to escape the conversation, leaving Hiccup to fall behind.

Running forward, Hiccup grimaced as his sore and bruised legs protested the sudden change in motion. The boy reached his traveling companion and shot her another sideways glance. "Ah... yeah... obviously... but... well... why?" he pressed, pausing after each word.

Astrid raised her eyebrow and looked at the boy aside her and quipped, "Do you ever speak in anything other than single word sentences?"

"What!?" Hiccup shot back surprised, a strong blush saturating his cheeks. "Ah... Funny... Sorry." he chuckled, again pausing after each word, not realizing the irony.

His response gained a quick smirk from Astrid. Suppressing the urge to laugh, she turned to the slightly shorter boy and spoke drily, "You're doing it again."

"Ah... Yeah... Right." he responded, his voice again stilted, but carrying a serious undertone of puzzled confusion as his thoughts appeared focused elsewhere.

Single minded in his desire to understand why he now shared the road with the most desired girl in all the village, Hiccup again asked, "Um, Astrid?"

"Yes, Hiccup, what is it now." her voice slightly irked.

"I was wondering... why ... you were there?" He let his sentence open ended as a question, hoping to encourage the young girl to tell him why she followed. There had to have been a compelling reason but he was at a loss to find one.

"I already told you. I followed." Her voice now filled with greater annoyance.

Hiccup didn't press further although his inquisitive mind couldn't reason out why Astrid Hofferson, the most fierce and beautiful female Viking in the village, would have followed him out of the square. Surely it couldn't have been because she was concerned about him; that was just ludicrous and beyond comprehension. His shoulders slumped as he concluded the only logical explanation was that she had wanted to meet up with Snotlout and his friends.

Still, that didn't quite answer the question of why she had intervened. Perhaps... Hiccup's thoughts were abruptly interrupted as Astrid spoke, "So, why were you out so early in the morning?" Her voice devoid of all it's previous annoyance.

"Oh, ah, I was working at the forge last night trying to come up with a gift for the festival. I-I lost track of time and didn't get out until dawn." He sweetly responded, conveniently omitting the part about the forge fire.

"Did you come up with something?" she asked hopefully.

Hiccup's mind seemed to have already wandered back to his previous 'Astrid to the rescue' conundrum, her question failing to register properly. "Something for what?" he responding innocently.

Astrid exhaled with annoyance and rolled her eyes. "Something for the festival. I have mine."

"Oh, yeah, right! Of course that's what you meant. Sorry, I'm such an idiot sometimes." He laughed nervously, quickly lowering his head to the ground, his face contorting into an embarrassed grimace.

The small boy's head jerked up suddenly, his eyes wide, as he remembered Astrid's older brother, Arni, had his neck broken several years prior in a fierce dragon raid. This meant that she too would be presenting a gift at the festival.

Hiccup's last memory of the high-spirited, blonde male teen with the bright blue mischievous eyes, was when he was seven years old, and Arni ruffled his hair saying, "Stay outta trouble, kiddo. Follow Astrid's lead. I'll be back before you know it," before running off into battle; his very last one. When Hiccup used to spend Winterfyllith at the Hofferson's, Arni used to treat him as part of the family; almost like a little brother. He was the only other adult Viking, besides Gobber, who was truly kind to him.

Feeling really awkward, Hiccup grasped his hands together and started twiddling his fingers nervously. Keeping his head bowed, he spoke quietly, "Well, I just figured out a gift this morning while I was walking home. Gobber told me a story about my folks and how they met. It seems my Dad gave my Mom the Dragon Flower and she decided she liked him. So... So, I'm going to bring that flower to present at the ceremony."

"Hmmm..." Astrid hummed, trying hard to picture Stoick the Vast as sentimental or romantic. His rough and calloused treatment of his small son certainly didn't lend itself to the impression that he was anything other than self-centered and uncaring. An almost imperceptible frown crossed her lips.

Seeing the small frown, Hiccup was sure she disapproved of his gift. Quickly he sputtered out, "I figured later today I'd set out for the mountain. That should give me enough time to get the flower and get back in time for the festival." His eyes opened wide, and he grinned, seeking a positive response as he searched her face.

"Alone? You're going alone? The journey is dangerous. Only adult Vikings make that trip." Astrid shot back, her voice raised in volume, taking on a confrontational tone to mask her fright.

Taken aback by the sudden outburst of anger, Hiccup's grin vanished and he stopped walking. Speaking cautiously to the back of his companion, "Well... I figured, I'd just be ... really... careful," drawing out the word 'really' for emphasis. "I mean, my Dad was twenty when he went, and I'm almost that old now." Hiccup's posture straightened as if desperately trying to measure up to his father's expectations, proving he was every bit the Viking his Dad was.

Astrid stopped and rounded on Hiccup before correcting harshly, "You just turned thirteen. That's a big difference in years!"

"Well, it's not that... Wait." Hiccup sputtered dumbfounded, "You know when my birthday is? Um, you know how old I am?" The realization that his Viking dream girl actually knew something personal about him slapped him in the face like a splash of ice-cold water. A wide hopeful smile blossomed on his face as he looked at the teen girl.

"Yes." She responded coolly. "It's wise and useful to know certain things about the ruling family." She turned away and began walking again toward the chief's house, her pace quickening.

"Oh..." he sighed, looking down, the smile withering as his hopes and dreams were dashed with one simple sentence. Following Astrid's lead, Hiccup began slowly walking toward home.

Astrid shot a quick glance over her shoulder at the trailing boy. She hoped the teen bought her story and didn't actually ask her about Stoick's birthday or age; two things she knew absolutely nothing about.

Walking in silence, the two teens finally reached the base of the carved stone stairs which wound it's way up the steep hillside to the Berkian Chief's home. Pausing and scanning the the steep slope, traveled many times by the young boy, Hiccup finally found it almost impossible to finish the last leg of their journey. The thought of entering his home with Astrid in tow, explaining what happened earlier that day, made his heart drop and his body flush with humiliation.

Hoping to delay the inevitable, Hiccup turned to the strong Viking girl and said, "Um, thanks, by the way." He stopped and carefully thought about his next sentence, his eyes darting to the ground before lifting to her face. "You know, for being there and, um, helping and everything. Sorry I didn't say that sooner." He smiled shily, his green eyes locked on hers.

"Don't mention it," she shot back emotionlessly, her head giving a quick nod.

Hiccup wasn't quite sure if she meant that as a polite expression indicating that a 'thanks' wasn't necessary, or as a threat to keep his silence about her assistance in the situation. "Um, okay," he nervously responded.

With a firm hand, Astrid grasped Hiccup by the upper arm and started dragging him up the stairs. After ascending only a few steps, Astrid suddenly stopped and turned toward Hiccup, and released his upper arm. Staring down at the boy a few steps below her, she asked with a nervous undertone in her voice, "Have you asked anyone to the festival dance?"

Taken aback, Hiccup stuttered quickly, "M-me?" his left open palm landing on this chest with an audible thud, his voice and face full of surprise and disbelief.

"N-no," he continued quietly, his hand dropping to his side. Not knowing how to respond, he simply bounced her question back to her, "Have you been asked?"

"Of course." Astrid responded drily. "By a couple people. I turned them down." Looking confused Hiccup asked, "Why?"

Staring icily into his eyes, she took a deep breath and sighed it out through her nose before responding, "The person I'm interested in hasn't asked yet". She took a step toward him, her eyes never breaking contact with his.

Hiccup's eyes widened and his mouth fell open, moving wordlessly before any sound was finally emitted, "I-I'm sure he will ask soon," he stuttered out. Feeling suddenly very hot and like all the air around him was suddenly sucked away, leaving him breathless in a airless vacuum, he took a step back to put some distance between himself and the staring girl.

As Hiccup stepped back, his foot slipped off the step. With windmilling arms he desperately tried to regain his footing before a strong hand landed squarely on his chest, fisted his tunic, and pulled him upward and forward to a halt only inches from her face.

"Be more careful..." the maiden reprimanded, her eyes never breaking contact with his. Her sweet soft breath ghosting across his lips before she slowly released his tunic.

"Ah... Yeah... Right...Sorry..." Hiccup responded, noticing the blonde's icy stare focused on his face. "That's the second time you've mentioned that..."

"You should get home," Astrid urged. "I still have work to do for the festival, so I need to be going."

The thin blonde passed Hiccup on her way down the stairs and started back along the road they'd just traversed before Hiccup called out, "Um, Astrid?"

The girl stopped and turned, the sun dancing off her armor as she stood tall and proud, rays of sunshine falling on her face enchanting the boys heart again, looking every bit the Valkyrie of legends.

"Thanks for not letting me fall..."

Astrid grinned, squinted her eyes and gave a quick nod of acknowledgment, clearly saying, 'You're welcome.'

Hiccup's eyes followed the young woman as she dashed up the road back toward the village. As she slowly vanished in the distance he whispered to himself, "I sure wish I was the one you wanted to ask."


	9. Regret and Betrayal

**Welcome back...**

**Again, thank you for the comments and reviews. They're always helpful. This is a learning process, and I'm learning a lot thanks to you folks.**

**I appreciate the comments about the plot pace being slow. I've plotted out my chapters, and I've tried to combine a few things to pick up the pace. Plot pace is very hard for me to get right, so the comments are appreciated. Let's see if things improve.**

**This was one of the hardest, and easiest, chapters I've ever written.**

**The first part of the chapter was hard, since it dealt with an emotional theme, and according to what I've been told, I have the emotional sensitivity of a doughnut - and not even a cream filled one.**

**The second part was the easiest since it dealt with conflict between characters. I have to admit, I like writing conflict and action scenes far better than the emotional stuff, but if you are going to have a well-rounded story, you have to bring in the full arsenal of emotions.**

**I lamented over this chapter for days trying to try to get the desired emotional pull out of the reader. I'm hoping the dynamic was powerful and will have you wanting to grab some tissues, and then go out and kick some butt!**

**The two ****parts of the chapter are diametrically opposed emotionally so it should be a roller coaster ride for y'all - at least that's what I'm hoping. I'm trying to break your heart, and then piss you off in only 5K words. Let's see how it goes...**

**Again, sincere apologies for bad grammar and mis-spellings. This chapter really isn't my best effort, so apologies. It's rough and doesn't flow very well, but it wasn't getting better after several major revisions... So without further ado...**

**Final Warning: Buckle up, Buttercup. Time to open up the flood gates, and take you on a ride.**

* * *

><p>Chapter 8:<br>=======

Stoick the Vast sat motionless beside the firepit in his home. His strong face etched with grief and inconsolable loss as the raging storm thundered overhead. The dying fires soft illumination cast eerie dancing shadows upon his broad cheekbones, chased away only by the sudden, blinding lightning streaks which tore through the blackened skies overhead.

After hours of lonely solitude, he suddenly rose and walked into his bed chamber to retrieve a small trunk that had been stowed in a secret area of the room, hidden away from prying eyes. Exhaling, he gently lifted the old, warped and weathered trunk, lovingly cradling it as he made his way back into his home's large central room.

Placing the trunk carefully by his favorite chair, he seated himself and let his hands wander over the gnarled wood. Clutching the lid, he hesitated before delicately releasing the old, rusty lock which kept hidden the small treasures he had cherished privately for thirteen years.

Rarely did the tough, hardened Chief allow himself to feel the pain of his memories, but with the Winterfyllith approaching, his mind had been filled with little else. Opening the lid, he stared blankly into the trunk for several long moments before reaching a shaking hand inside and carefully running his fingers over the contents, taking great care not to damage the precious objects.

The trunk, which once held the vibrant clothing of his beloved, now contained only old tattered linen, grayed by the years, forgotten by all but Stoick the Vast. Scattered among his wife's old clothes were a few of her most beloved personal items; tokens that most reminded Stoick of his young and vivacious bride.

As his large, calloused hand moved lovingly over his wife's belongings, his face seemed to age. A look of despair and loneliness crept into his normally strong and confident features. A sigh escaped his lips as he slowly pulled a small piece of clothing from the trunk and clutched it possessively to his face, slowly rubbing the delicate garment against his rough, unshaven cheek.

Stoick closed his eyes and inhaled deeply through his nose, searching hopeless for any small trace of his wife's long lost scent. As he slowly exhaled, his minds eye pictured her slowly growing belly, and how his beloved radiated a glow that seemed to intensify with each passing day.

Repeatedly inhaling and exhaling into the garment he mentally reminisced about the day he was told about the birth of their first child, and how the news had brought him unending joy. He chuckled quietly, recalling how he swept his new bride off her feet and whisked her to their marital bed. The passion of their union still smoldered in his core like the last ember of a dying fire that refuses to disintegrate into ash.

The Chief's facial expression slowly turned to one of great joy as he remembered how the couple laid spooned together, exhausted and sweaty, giggling in hushed, excited tones about the impending birth. That single night's magic, so very long ago, still lingered in his mind and enchanted his heart.

The sweet memory made the lonely man clutch the garment to his face like a lifeline, silently begging the Gods to release his lost love from Valhalla and allow her to materialize before him. Jarred from his daydreams by a thunder clap, the chief returned his attention to the few remaining mementoes. The man's large hands trembled as they roamed over the scattered remembrances of her life, slowly removing each one, placing them on the floor beside the old trunk.

Stoick immediately froze as his eyes fell upon one of the items. With fumbling hands he reached for the delicate treasure, slowly freeing it from where it had been carefully stored. His eyes widened with amazement as they once again swept over the old metal tankard. The Chief couldn't help but marvel at the workmanship, and how small and light it felt in his large hand. The tankard was his most beloved keepsake since it had been his wife's favorite gift. Although many of the Berkians had left gifts on their doorstep when they announced her pregnancy, this one seemed to bring her endless delight.

The Chief's face lit up as he ran his thumb over the intricate design, recalling how his wife was charmed by the extravagant gift. Placing it on the table next to the trunk, he stared at it as his mind once again slipped into the past.

He snickered and huffed out a small snort, a pleasant smirk splashing across his lips. Shaking his head in jest, he recalled the many times he was ordered out of their bed to fetch food to satisfy her strange and growing cravings. Being the dutiful husband, he faithfully executed his wife's orders, trudging out into the snow to fill her latest request with nary a complaint. His smirk widened into a grin as he pictured her struggling to put on her undergarments as her ever growing baby belly made even the simplest tasks more difficult, all the while playfully chiding him for his culpability in her constantly enlarging figure.

The intimate moments shared as they lay, snuggled together, wrapped within the cocoon of their intertwined limbs underneath warm blankets, rolled like gentle waves through his mind. Her sweet, melodic voice still echoed from some far-away place, as musings of their child's heroic deeds would live on in Viking folklore, still floated aimlessly on the warm night air like a mist.

The Chief's brow furrowed as the sweet memory was chased away by a loud thunder clap, snapping him out of his reverie. A darkness, swirling like a raging river in the mighty Chiefs mind, suddenly took hold, whisking it away to a time when his beautiful bride was hunched over in pain sobbing, her torment escalating daily as the pregnancy advanced.

Stoick still marveled at the inner strength of his ill wife. How she continually refused to give up hope, even when the village healer had predicted their child would be stillborn. Even as she slowly wasted away from lack of nourishment, she refused to accept that the babe would perish. She knew that the child would be small and weak, but her warm hazel eyes continually filled with joy and hope at the mere mention of their child.

The strong Chief recalled sitting at her bedside daily, speaking in hushed whispers about their future together, and the next heir of the Hooligans. How their beloved child - even if just a little small starting out - would still grow into a strong, fierce, and fearless Viking. A gifted leader, blessed by the Gods, who would be charismatic, stubborn, stalwart in his beliefs, and a blazing star for future chiefs to follow.

Even after all these years, he could still taste her lips. Still smell her hair. Still see her face. Still feel her soft skin as he held her frail hand in his own, feeding her diligently out of the tankard she loved. Each day desperately hoping to infuse strength into the woman he loved, but instead was forced to watch her slowly wither away, helpless to stop the inevitable.

The brave leader of the Hooligans grimaced, scrunched his eyes closed, and allowed his mind to take him on another journey into the past. This time he found himself at his wife's bedside just after she delivered their premature son. He saw his beloved's face, her petrified hazel eyes, the look of fear, of great loss, of sorrow for what might have been.

He could hear her sweet voice, cracked and soft from the battle with her illness, begging that he take care of their newborn son. Making him swear to always protect their 'little Hiccup'. A tear rolled down the large man's face as he saw his wife's eyes close for the last time. Her lifeless hand slowly growing cold as he clutched it to his chest possessively, refusing to let go. Refusing to let her go... to slip away to a place where he couldn't follow... to a place where he could no longer protect her.

The battle-hardened warrior seemed to collapse under the weight of his private agony, his shoulders hunching as he tightly grasped the sides of the trunk, using the fragile piece of wood to support his sagging body. After regaining his composure, his apprehensive and shaking hands picked up another of his wife's old garments. Rubbing the fabric gently between his fingers, it felt oddly cold, bereft of any feeling other than a overwhelming sense of loss. For the first time in thirteen years the large man felt completely alone, and a wave of of great sadness rippled into his soul.

Dropping his head into his hands, he whispered into the old, frayed garment, "Ah, Val... I wish you were here. I'm making a mess of things. I'm trying my best to make the boy into that strong, fierce, and fearless Viking we talked about, but I'm failing miserably. He's nothing like me... he... he's ..." the Chief's voice faded into the distance as the sentence just evaporated from his lips.

Stoick lifted his head from his hands and sniffed back a tear, "I won't be around to protect him forever, and I can't seem to teach him how to protect himself. He's just so... different... I can't figure out how to talk to him..."

He huffed out a sad sigh before taking a deep breath and continuing, his eyes suddenly glassy, "You'd know all the right things to say to fix this, but I don't. I can't... I'm just..." The sound of uncertainty and fear threaded the brave Viking's voice. He knew what a Viking could do; crush mountains, level forests, and tame seas, but for the first time in his life, being a Viking was completely useless when when it came to just talking to a thirteen year old boy.

His head slumped as he let his eyes fall to the floor in utter defeat. Speaking in just a whisper, his voice cracked and shaky, he choked out, "I-I'm so sorry... my dearest love. I can't keep my promise. I failed... Forgive me... Please forgive me..."

As the Hooligan Chief sat stock-still, clutching the small garment in his hands, his mind refocused on Winterfillth celebration. His thoughts swam with worry and a sense of foreboding as he tried to figure out how he'd react officiating Hiccup's gift presentation - dreading it would be something disastrous, or worse, something that ignited more painful memories - when several loud, rapid knocks exploded into the silent room, startling Stoick out of his dark musings.

Huffing out a irritated grunt, the Chief lightly placed the delicate garment into the trunk, closing the lid carefully. Unhurriedly, he stood and straightened his battle armor, annoyed that his quiet evening had been interrupted. The scowl that crept across his face as he walked to the door clearly warned his uninvited visitor that their presence wouldn't be tolerated long.

When the massive door swung open, Stoick was greeted by a rush of the new day's warm air, along with his brother's pompous, condescending face. Breathless and furious, Spitelout's hands were balled into fists, his nostrils flared in anger. "Stoick. We need to talk... Now!" he barked, his voice edged with a barely concealed fury.

The elder brother closed his eyes and exhaled through his nose, his lips pulling into a tight, thin line. Right now was not the time to dwell on his personal sorrows. It was time to be the tribal patriarch and deal with this smoldering issue before it ignited.

From Spitelout's voice and body language, something serious had happened, and, by the look of things, all Hel was about to break loose. Under his breath, Stoick muttered a quick prayer to almighty Thor, hoping whatever was brewing had nothing to do with his son.

The younger, smaller Viking aggressively pushed past his brother, knocking into his shoulder intentionally, forcing Stoick to step back as he shoved his way in, muttering curses about Hiccup as he passed. Stoick exhaled disappointedly, rolling his eyes - no such luck - his child was was again in the middle, or cause, of another village catastrophe.

Eyes wild and shoulders menacingly hunched, the irate man stopped abruptly after several paces, quickly turning. Locking eyes, he spat out angrily, "Hiccup almost burned down the entire village last night! Did you know that? Well, did you?" Arms flailing in all directions, his accusatory tone barely veiled as a question.

Seeing his brother bristle at his insinuation, Spitelout paused, calming himself before growling low and threatening, "That idiot of a boy didn't put out the pit fire in the forge before going to sleep. The forge is in shambles and it's all his fault!" Beady eyes narrowed as they drank in the now surprised look on his older brother's face.

"What?!" Stoick shot back after absorbing the words, concern flooding his voice and body. "Is Hiccup all right?! Is he safe?!"

Adopting a look of pure repugnance, the younger Viking gazed at his slightly taller sibling. "Ah, I see you weren't aware... Typical," he spat. Glaring scornfully, he chastised the tribe's leader with his eyes.

Deliberately diverting his head as he spoke, he muttered under his breath, "I suppose it would be too much to expect you to keep track of that disaster of a child..."

Turning his head back to face his brother, he responded coldly, "Yes... Your son managed, yet again, to survive relatively unscathed. It seems he excels at causing disasters for others, but manages to do little damage to himself." Every uttered word dripped with contempt.

Stoick quickly stepped closer, fear flashing across his face. "Where is he?!" he pressed, trying to remain calm as fear for his only child threatened to claw it's way through his chest. Spitelout noticed his brother's weakened demeanor and eyed him suspiciously.

Suddenly, the orchestrater of the tribe's battle mantra was struck by his own words as they rang in his ears like a cruel echo, 'Vikings are tough, strong, fearless, they laugh at pain, they never cry...' The Chief set his jaw firm and gathered his composure, extending himself to his full height, once again looking every bit the strong and fearless Viking leader of the Hooligan tribe.

"By now, he's probably hiding like any coward," the once-devoted sibling retorted, his voice oozing with venom.

After seeing the anger slowly build on Stoick's face like a developing cyclone, the hot-tempered man calmed himself and continued subdued, "... Um, last I saw him, Gobber was taking him into the forge." All vestiges of his former arrogance quickly dissolved into subordinate behavior.

The unrestrained fury of the very large, pissed-off Viking was unmistakable. It caused Spitelout to tense and step backwards defensively, signaling that the unspoken message had been clearly received. The Berkian Chief took two slow steps forward, closing the gap between them before speaking. "My son is no coward, brother. You would do well to remember that," he said proudly, his voice dropping in tone as his eyes blazed, indicating an invisible line was crossed.

"He's young, inexperienced, and ..." Stoick seemed to search for a word as his brow furrowed, "different... That's all." His voice and facial features slowly softened as his eyes darted toward the ground, a small, almost imperceptible frown crossing his face.

Seeing Stoick's small resurgence of weakness, his antagonist harnessed his previous fervor and huffed out exasperated, "Different? He's a curse. We both know it! It's time for you to stop denying that fact, brother." Spitelout's finger jabbed deep into the Chief's large chest as he maneuvered himself to within inches, his breath hot on Stoick's face.

"You swore an oath of allegiance to protect the tribe," he hissed loudly, his tone clearly meant to goad and rebuke. "That has to come before kinship. You know it, and I know it. It's time for you to act like it." The confrontational Viking's posture now radiated a combat stance as his arms dropped to his sides, his hands balling into fists.

Challenging the Hooligan leader's authority, he continued, eyes dark and penetrating as they meticulously scanned over his brother's face. "It's true..." he concluded disgusted, "you've become weak since Val died."

Stoick's eyes widened with surprise at the sound of his wife's name, his mask slipping only momentarily, but long enough for victory to be claimed. "I didn't believe the claims from our tribesmen," he sneered his eyes dancing with delight and triumph, "but now I can see it's all true. The curse of the runt has indeed turned you soft. You're no longer fit to rule." Spitelout smirked, visibly enjoying thrusting and twisting his verbal blade into Stoick's craw.

The combative Viking sneered as he shook his head, "I didn't think I'd live to see the day when the blood of a weak fool coursed through the veins of the once-mighty Stoick the Vast." The younger man stared intently at his brother, eyes narrowed as if burrowing into the Chief's very soul, hunting for more signs of weakness.

Spitelout's eyes suddenly widened as if he was privy to the private raw agony buried deeply under the Chief's strong facade. "You don't deserve to be Chief!" he screamed, then spat at his brother's feet.

Stoick stiffened, his head darting downward as he stared at the saliva pooled only inches from his feet. Slowly he raised his eyes and glared at his brother from under furrowed brows. The two mutually antagonistic men stared silently, engaged in some strange sibling dominance ritual.

The deafening silence was finally broken when a strong, confident and calm voice, one deserving of a true leader, finally responded. "I'll speak to Gobber about this matter, and get his report on what happened last night. I'll sort this out. If punishment is required, it will be carried out according to our laws. No special treatment."

"Gobber?" the younger man almost barked surprised, "You'll speak to that idiot and take his word over... over you're own brother's?!" Spitelout squawked, his voice breaking with disbelief, his personal affront at the suggestion that his report needed verification clearly displayed in his body language. Like a cold slap in the face, it became immediately and painfully clear that he was no longer his brother's right-hand-man, but had been replaced by an idiot, runt-loving blacksmith.

The self-important Viking could feel bile raise from his stomach, the heat of humiliation rushing over his body. Scornfully he mocked, "... What di yih think he'll tell yih?" his voice dripping with distaste and disapproval. "Certainly not the truth. He's far too fond of the boy to say anything to your face," he rebuked in a scathing tone. The Chief stared back blankly, his resolve unwavered.

Staring dumbfounded, Spitelout reluctantly lowered his head, closed his eyes and sighed before speaking. His lips pulled into a sharp line as all previous hubris evaporated, "Stoick, it's time to face facts."

The brooding man raised his head and faced his his older brother, the fight in his eyes extinguished as the steadfastness of the Chief appeared unbreakable. "Today it was the forge that almost burned down. A couple months ago he let our livestock loose and almost got trampled to death. We lost about a quarter of our animals because of your son's negligence at the pen. Before that, he got himself trapped in the food storage hut during a storm, and again, nearly burnt it down. Luckily we were able to save most of the food," he summarized scathingly, raising a strangely scarred hand and irritatingly ticking off fingers. "Should I continue, because there's more," he huffed.

"You better than anyone knows how those disasters will affect the village this winter," he began in a insincere tone edged with concern. "The boy is not developing into a true Viking, Stoick. I know it's not from lack of trying. You've done your best." His face a mask of deceitful empathy.

"It's time for you to accept the facts. He's nearly destroyed the village, and killed himself, numerous times this past year. He's a danger to himself and others." Spitelout raised his hands, palms open, mimicking worry, his words and body language pretending to pursue a greater good.

"I know you don't want anything to happen to Hiccup. But if the boy keeps trying to prove his worthiness to lead, you'll lose him." Spitelout's voice was devoid of emotion as he searched the Berkian Chief's face for any sign of acknowledgment, hoping his claims of selfless nobility for the tribe, and for Stoick's son, would hide his shrewd and devious attempt at manipulation.

Stoick's face slowly softened, and his shoulders slumped. "Hiccup told me that he wasn't responsible for letting the animals loose, or the storage hut fire," his voice severely lacking its former confidence.

"And you believed him?" Spitelout's eyes widened, his brows raised in disbelief. Staring at the Chief with unblinking incomprehension, surprised at the naivet? of his older, assumed wiser, brother.

Stoick straightened and looked at his brother sternly, "Hiccup is many things, but a liar is not one of them. I believe my son." The Chief's staunch trust, received a caustic snort.

"Then you condemn us all to Hel, brother." Spitelout exhaled as he spoke, his voice morose as he shook his head with disappointment. After a few moments, he spoke again, all pride and anger aside.

"If you won't listen to reason, then I ask one final thing of you. For the sake of the tribe, I beg you brother..." his eyes coldly studying the mighty Chief's face, "... forbid Hiccup from attending the celebration."

With great urgency and concern he continued, "You know as well as I what will happen if Hiccup is allowed to go this year. He'll bring the curse. He'll cause the dead to return and cast evil spells on the tribe and damn us all. We can ill afford that. Not with our food reserves depleted and an early winter nearly upon us." Spitelout sighed in frustration as the steadfast look on the Chief's face indicated his words did little to weaken his brother's decision.

Lowering his head, and turning, Spitelout said thickly in an almost guttural tone, "The seer has already told you that the boy would bring only pain and misery to our village. To deny that makes you a fool and a traitor to out people." His anger again building at his failure to covertly manipulate the situation to his advantage.

"The decision has been made. I'll entertain no further discussion on this matter." Stoick said curtly.

Turning and raising his arm, Spitelout pointed his dirty finger directly at the Chief's face, his ire growing with each word. "Is that what you want? Is that the legacy the Great Stoick the Vast wants to leave his people? Do you really want to be known as a weak, foolish Viking leader, who betrayed the Hooligans by putting kin before duty? Where's your honor..." he berated, his voice dripping with malice.

Without warning he began pacing, his movements mirroring a caged animal who smelled weakened prey. "If you were a true leader," he hissed breathy and low, barely audible, "you would offer up the runt as a sacrifice to appease the spirits." Spitelout's pacing quickened as he mumbled incoherent words and phrases to himself, "Yeah... yeah... he can't... yeah... yeah... That's right... he's an abomination... It's wrong... wrong... I have to... for the good of all... " His face quickly became flushed with agitation, his eyes fluttering and wild with temporary madness.

Stoick, who had remained impassive through his brother's furious rant, took a aggressive step forward, a look of murderous intent flashing in his eyes. "Brother, you tread on dangerous ground here..." Stoick's body tensed as he locked eyes with Spitelout, his body moving into an offensive position, fists balled tight at his sides, body burning for vengeance, all his protective instincts ablaze.

"My son is not a curse, and will not be given as a sacrifice... ever!"

"You know as well as I it's an unforgivable offense for the future Chief not to attend. It would be his absence that angers the spirits, not his presence honoring his mother." The fierce Viking siblings stared each other down, each daring the other to make the next move.

"Hiccup will be the future chief of this tribe. So to Hel with the seer... and to Hel with you, brother!" Stoick moved like lightning, bumping his large chest against the smaller man, asserting his authority as the superior Viking, both in strength and honor.

From the force of the impact, Spitelout stumbled back as he tried to regain his footing. Scrunching his face in loathing, he fired back his own threat, his chest heaving heavily under the burden of emotion bubbling inside. "I think you underestimate my influence with the elders of this tribe. No... I'm not chief, but I wield great power. More power than you realize. And that power can be used to my advantage. It's not something I want to do, but if you leave me no choice... I will follow through."

"We both know my son is better suited to lead this tribe. I have many allies who believe as I do..." The younger man's implied threat left hanging, creating an almost physical barrier between the arguing men.

Stoick's eyes flared and his body quickly stiffened, the message clearly received. "You dare threaten me and my ruling line?" He roared, his fury like a tangible cloud surrounding his body.

"It isn't a threat, Stoick. It's a promise. One I intend to keep. If I were you, I wouldn't put too much hope in that runt of yours becoming Chief. There are forces at work here... ones outside your control. Either you will yield voluntarily, or you will be forced." Spitelout continued the verbal barrage as he drove home his poison words.

Stoick's face became a mix of confusion and betrayal. He stared at his brother, grappling with the meaning and consequences of his threat. Suddenly Stoick's eyes blazed with fury and his chest heaved with anger.

Taking advantage of Stoick's momentary hesitation, Spitelout charged his brother, stopping only inches from his face. His lips pulled into a cruel snarl as he hissed, "You disgrace yourself and Val by putting your feelings for kin before your duty and responsibility to the tribe. She's probably rolling over in her grave right now cursing your name."

Pausing only to allow his comments to register, Spitelout turned and made his way to the fire pit, glancing stealthy at the open trunk and scattered contents, an eyebrow suddenly raising with recognition.

Inwardly smiling, he spun and shouted, "For Thor's sake, Stoick, that bastard of a child killed your wife! Your continued devotion is pathetic!"

Stoick crossed the distance between them in mere seconds. Roughly he grabbed his brother around the neck, lifted him, and drove him backwards until he slammed against the wall. The shocked younger man immediately regretted provoking his brother's wrath, his eyes flittering downward to watch the Chief ball his hand into a fist and hover it only inches from his face. A profound silence seemed to fill the room as Stoick just stared at his brother, fist motionless and steady, calculating his next move.

The Hooligan Chief slowly unclenched his fist and grabbed his brother's neck with both hands. With a raspy voice bordering on a whisper, he leaned in and exhaled into Spitelout's face, eyes flaring. "Next time, my hand flies on it's own. There are severe consequences for your words. For the sake of family blood, I will forgive you only once. I warn you... if you ever say those words to my son, I will forget we share the same blood." His grip intensified and squeezing.

As air refused to pass the hands constricting this throat, Spitelout gasped and choked, his eyes rolling back into his head as he tried to stay conscious. Suddenly, and without explanation, the grip on his neck vanished. Dropping to his knees Spitelout looked up at the proud, looming figure of his brother.

"I think it's time you left my home... While you're still able."

Spitelout took a deep breath through his bruised throat, savoring the air which finally reached his lungs. He moved his hand up to grip his pained neck before extending his chin upward in a rebellious gesture, mouth shaped into a downward grimace.

Pointing a shaking finger, he sputtered through gritted teeth, "This isn't over Stoick. Not by a long shot. I'll go to the council and plead my case. If I have to, I'll invoke the Einvigi."

The Chief's eyes flashed with fury as his brother slowly stood and backed toward the door, still pointing his finger. Turning quickly, Spitelout grabbed the handle of the door and thrust it open. Before leaving, he shot one final look at his brother and said, "Your son will never be Chief. Revoke Hiccup's birthright, Stoick. Appoint my son as the next heir of Berk. For Thor's sake, preserve the last piece of Val that you still have."

"Out!" Stoick screamed as he thrust his arm up pointing to the door. "By your command..." Spitelout said gruffly. "The death of your son will be on your head. May Odin have mercy on his soul... "
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**Welcome back...**

**Sorry for the longer than normal posting delay. The last couple months were really busy and fraught with unexpected delays. The most recent was an editing error which caused me to lose most of this chapter. Unfortunately, the re-write one isn't quite as good as the previous draft, so I'm disappointed. I'm sure you will be too.**

**Again, thank you for the comments and reviews. They're always helpful. This is a learning process, and I'm learning a lot thanks to you folks.**

**I'm still struggling with plot pace, and the story feels like it's dragging, but I've been reading on how to move things along better, so I'm hopeful things will improve. I'm glad some folks don't think the pace is too slow, that's encouraging.**

**Again, thank you all for reading my first story and helping me learn how to be a better author.**

**I was actually going to let this story die because I didn't think I was doing a very good job, but I received a review from .ryder that gave me the confidence to continue. Thank you. This chapter is dedicated to you. I only wish it was better :-).**

**A special thanks goes to .ryder for creating the image that I put on this story. My sincerest thanks goes to you for sharing your amazing talent. I can't use an image editor to same my life, so the kindness was unexpected and greatly appreciated.**

**Okay, now some chapter warnings. I'm rating this "T".**

**The story itself should be viewed as "M"overall, since it will have offensive language, blood, torture, angst, mind control, sexual suggestiveness, gratuitous violence, and other such naughty topics. However, there will be nothing sexually explicit in this story.**
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**So without further ado...**

**Final Warning: Buckle up, Buttercup... I'm finally getting a clue on how things should roll, so I'm hoping the big bumps are behind us.**

* * *

><p>Chapter 9:<br>=======

Like delicate fingers reaching down to the Earth, tiny golden threads of early morning sunlight broke through the slowly dissipating clouds. The newly freed rays danced and sparkled merrily across the small, gently rippling puddles that littered the dirt road. A warm, gentle breeze weaved its way through the treetops, swaying the large, heavy limbs rhythmically, as its invisible caress rustled the few autumn leaves that still clung desperately to the damp bark, creating a melody of whistling branches. Oblivious to the sounds of nature and the world around him, Hiccup stood motionless at the bottom of the stone stairs. A gentle gust of wind rushed past his hair, blowing auburn strands across his face, as his green eyes remained locked, still following after the long vanished girl.

Once all hope of Astrid's return vanished from his heart, Hiccup exhaled disappointedly, turned, and slowly climbed the plethora of large, crudely carved stairs which snaked up the rocky hillside toward the foreboding structure looming at the top. As the exhausted teen reached the crest of the stone staircase, he took several long steps onto the muddied Earth before raised voices, engaged in a heated argument, wafted out of the large wooden structure, causing him to tense and stop.

When the muffled voices reached a fevered pitch, the heavy wooden door to the Chieftain's home was hastily flung open. The ferocity of the motion sent it crashing with a loud bang into the adjoining wall, chipping off part of the Berk crest which had been judiciously carved into the sturdy wood.

Hiccup's eyes widened at the site of his Uncle standing in the doorway, stern and menacing, chest heaving with uncontrolled anger. Before he could react, Spitelout slammed the heavy wooden door shut, stormed down the porch stairs, and made a beeline in his direction. The man's face was a mix of hate and confusion, his eyes unfocused and clouded with a wild, haunted look, clearing only when they locked onto the small figure frozen at the top of the stone staircase.

As Spitelout neared the small youth, his fury built like a raging storm, surging and swelling in his gut, demanding to be unleashed. Refocusing on the helpless teen, foreign words shrouded in a mist began to swirl and form in his mind. Sweet and gentle at first, then morphing into a harsh debilitating hiss, forcing his mind to lose all semblance of control.

'This wasn't suppose to happen. It's not right. He wasn't suppose to be born. He's the reason your son won't be chief. He's the cause of all the village disasters. He's the reason the spirits will seek revenge. You know what you have to do...' The words drummed in his head as an electrifying pain shot through his body causing it to twitch.

The older male's eyes flashed at the vulnerable child. His lined, sun-leathered face twisted uncontrollably into a mask of pure malice, zeroing in on the small object directly in his line of sight. Like an animal whose cornered his prey, he hunched his shoulders and moved quickly toward the terrified teen who slowly, cautiously backpedaled. In an instant, Spitelout stood before Hiccup, glaring down at the young adult who stared back, frightened and confused.

"U-Uncle? W-What's wrong?" A soft, questioning voice asked.

At the sound of the frightened voice, a sinister smile slowly crept across Spitelout's face as he licked his lips hungrily. Sensing danger, Hiccup instinctually took a step back. Using all his will-power, Spitelout diverted his eyes from his petrified target and abruptly charged forward, knocking the small boy aside with his arm as he passed. Falling backwards, Hiccup exhaled a pain-filled grunt when his back collided with the hard, wet ground. Stunned by the impact, he blinked rapidly to clear his blurred vision before propping himself up on his elbows.

Spitelout had taken only a few steps past before hearing the small pained squeak. Turning quickly, he gazed down menacingly at the semi-prone figure. The man's body tensed and seemed to take on an animalistic persona as he moved toward Hiccup, slowly, predatorily. The dark glare from his eyes caused the frightened child to frantically scramble back on his elbows. Bending and reaching down, Spitelout fisted Hiccup's tunic and lifted him slightly off the ground. Hiccup's back arched, his arms falling limp behind him, as he was brought to within inches of his Uncle's face. The hot, panting breath making him shake with fear.

Spitelout stared into the eyes of his nephew and whispered darkly, "You're the reason for it all... Aren't you..." Hiccup's face became a mass of confusion trying to decipher the words. "I'm the reason for what?" he whispered in response, his fingers unconsciously digging into the muddied Earth beneath him.

Spitelout's free hand slowly reached for Hiccup's face, forming a claw before grasping the boy's chin roughly. Rolling Hiccup's head back and forth, his eyes bizarrely scanned the small boy's features as if they were some intricate, or fascinating design that bewildered the mind.

"Heh," he grunted and grinned with delight. "Don't take after my brother, do ya? That'll make things much easier."

After a long pause, Hiccup's tunic was abruptly released, dropping him unceremoniously to the ground. "Not yet." Spitelout croaked, slowly straightening. He exhaled gruffly under his breath, black eyes like burning coals burrowing holes into Hiccup, "It's not time." Turning regretfully, he made his way down the stairs, leaving Hiccup to stare absently in his wake.

'What just happened?' Hiccup thought, confused and terrified. He took in a deep, shaky breath and swallowed hard, trying to get rid of the lump in his throat before exhaling loudly. Struggling to his feet, he glanced quickly toward his home, then back again toward the road and his uncle's slowly disappearing image.

"Well, it's now or never," he muttered with dread, reminding himself that his 'journey of a thousand humiliations' wasn't quite over. Facing his father, who must now know about the fire, was the last humiliation of the day... hopefully. "Geeze...", he exhaled and thought, shaking his head sadly, '... everyone must have a lifetime humiliation quota'. He was sure he'd gone way beyond his by now. Way effing beyond...

From all the yelling, and Spitelout's behavior, he knew his father was in a foul mood. Given the choice of facing either a downed Night Fury, or the disappointed scowl of his Dad, the former was preferable. The wounded dragon was far less likely to bite off his head before he could explain or get away.

Unenthusiastically Hiccup made his way to the front door. Pausing briefly, he feverishly wiped his face with the back of his sleeved forearm, trying to remove the telltale signs of his previous beating. Gathering his courage, he closed his eyes, sucked in a deep breadth, grabbed the handle, and yanked hard. The large wooden door eerily creaked on it's rusty hinges, as it slowly swung open. Gentle beams of cheerfully dancing sunlight flooded in, only to instantly scatter when confronted by the joyless, darkened room.

The backlighting from the rising sun spread Hiccup's shadow, enlarged several times over, across the dirtied, uneven wooden floor. The shadows ragged edge just reached a crouched figure whose scowling face was mix of complex emotions. Without warning, Stoick jump to his feet, shot his finger toward the door and roared, "Dammit to Hel! I thought I told you ..." His voice more vicious and threatening than Hiccup could ever remember hearing.

Reeling, and stumbling back in shock, Hiccup yelped, "I-I'm sorry Dad!" before slamming hard against the wood door frame. Upon recognizing his son, Stoick's expression quickly dissolved into a look of regretful surprise. Clearing his throat, he quickly regained his composure, all previous viciousness lost and replaced by the chiefly look of confidence. "Ah, Hiccup, son. It's you," he said, his voice now softened and genuinely pleased. "Don't just stand there, come in."

Cautiously, Hiccup lowered his head and shuffled into the large room. Rubbing the back of his neck, he shily mumbled, "D-Dad. Uh... I have to talk to you."

"I need to speak with you too, son." Scowling and wringing his hands, the large man moved toward the short teen. Drawing a deep breath, he exhaled, "Nothing happens on this island without me hearing about it..." his eyes hard and penetrating as he looked deeply at his son.

"Oh?" Hiccup responded innocently, unconsciously stepping back.

"Sit." Stoick commanded, thrusting his hand sideways, gesturing to a nearby chair.

Taking the offered seat, Hiccup folded his hands neatly in his lap, slumping in surrender. His already baggy tunic fell loosely over his too-thin body, hiding most of the physical damage he received earlier that morning. Peeking up through dirty and bloodied bangs, he watched his father busy himself with some trivial task. The normally confident and self-assured man now appeared self-conscious and uneasy.

Ignoring the bedraggled teen, Stoick knelt and finished repacking all his precious treasures back into the old, warped trunk, purposefully keeping his back toward Hiccup. Clutching the box possessively to his chest, he rose and retreated hastily into his bed chamber, only to emerged several long minutes later empty-handed.

Confidently striding across the room, Stoick stop several paces in front of his son. His eyes darted quickly over Hiccup's body drinking in the rapidly purpling bruises on his face and neck. From his tattered clothes and the dried blood smeared into his hairline, it was obvious the boy had been in a fight; one that he had obviously lost.

A disappointed sigh unconsciously escaped him. If his son couldn't handle himself in a simple one-on-one fight, how was he ever going to successfully lead the Hairy Hooligans.

Stoick tensed as he watched a small trickle of blood roll down Hiccup's cheek and drip off his dirtied chin. The fierce Vikings fatherly instincts kicked in and he stepped quickly forward, his hand jerking upward toward Hiccup's face, desperately wanting to tend to his wounds.

Fighting his initial impulse, Stoick slowly curled his fingers and closed his hand, lowering his arm to his side. Sympathy wouldn't help the lad grow into the fierce Viking he needed to be. The strong voice of Gunnar the Great played in Stoick's head as his heart broke for the badly beaten boy sitting in pain in front of him; 'Vikings are tough, strong, fearless, they laugh at pain, they never cry... and they certainly don't coddle their children...' Unfortunately, what Stoick saw before him wasn't a Viking. It was a gentle, scared and timid little boy.

If Hiccup sensed or heard his father's movement, it wasn't acknowledged. The boy continued to sit quiet and motionless, his head bowed.

Clearing his throat, the Chief began tapping his foot before belting out "So... let's talk... about that fire." The commanding authority of the tone caused the small, seated figure to flinch before the sentence finished.

Raising his head, but refusing to make eye contact, Hiccup began explaining, "Oh, Gods... Dad, I-I'm... I'm so sorry... I should have been... You know, here sooner to explain... I just... um, got side tracked... I'm sorry..." his eyes wide with innocence as he prattled on.

Stoick shot up his large hand, cutting off Hiccup in mid-sentence, "Spitelout told me that you caused the fire. Is that true?" He barked.

"Uh-Um, I-I don't think so. I-I swear to the God's... t-the firepit was dark when I went to sleep." Hiccup's voice was shaky but firm. Locking eyes with his father he hoped, like Gobber, he'd be believed over his uncle. Unfortunately, his track record wasn't so great in that area.

"Hmm..." Stoick hummed, rubbing his chin contemplatively, and stared disbelievingly. "Are you sure?" He questioned, skeptically.

"Ah... Y-yeah... Ummmm..." Hiccup hummed unsurely as he dropped his head to think, eyes darting haphazardly until they suddenly found focus. Raising his head slowly, he sucked in a deep breath and exhaled quickly, locking eyes with his father before speaking, his small jaw locked and his expression resolute. "Yes. Absolutely," nodding once affirmingly. His formerly meek voice now mature and confident.

Stoick's expression remain unchanged as he stared into the eyes of his son. Giving a quick emotionless nod of acknowledgment, he began slowly pacing, wringing his large hands nervously. Abruptly clearing his throat, he unclasped his hands and flexed his fingers. The crudeness of movement clearly designed as a distraction to allow the chief to gather his thoughts.

The boy watched his father move to and fro, the weight of the silence growing heavy as he contemplated the punishment he'd face if not believed. Hiccup knew his father was a fair man, but under growing pressure from a restless tribe, even the fairest of men can yield to the will of others.

Scrawny, Hiccup may be, stupid he wasn't. He had been believed before, but the anger within the village was growing, and it all seemed focused on him. He had no explanation for the disasters that plague him, but he knew it was only a matter of time before he'd no longer be believed, and the consequences would be severe. That day would come far too soon, and Hiccup knew it. However, he  
>hoped that today wasn't that day...<p>

Snapping out of his dark thoughts by his father's abrupt halt, Hiccup noticed the man was now facing him, arms crossed across his chest in a contemplative stance. Sucking in a long drawn out breath, the hulking man exhaled forcefully through tightly pressed, pursed lips to steady his nerves before speaking.

"Hiccup... you will be Chief one day, and there are some things that you have to know..." His voice filled with fatherly concern. Eyes flittering between his son sitting confused and docile, and some oh-so-interesting dust speck that had been floating in the air and wandered into his field of view, the chief continued in a voice pinched with concern.

"As the tribe's leader, you will be expected to faithfully abide by, and enforce our laws and traditions. You will be expected to be strong and fearless, or your position as Chief will be challenged. Do you understand?" Hiccup's eyes slowly traveled downward before shily nodding.

Stoick moved his hand to his mouth, clenched it into a fist and coughed loudly; a harsh hacking cough that sounded like it was tearing his insides. Clearing his throat, he lowered his voice by an octave and began what sounded like a battle speech, pacing before his captive audience as he spoke.

Looking every bit the definition of a strong and fearless Viking leader, Stoick waved his large hand commandingly in the air and belted out, "Chiefs are to be brave and aggressive... Direct... Decisive... Grab all opportunities available to them in a fight..." Hiccup shifted nervously as he listened to his father authoritatively rattle off a long list of laws, his anxious eyes following the large Vikings every movement.

Glancing toward his battered son, Stoick's face dropped, internally acknowledging the boy's miserable failure at mastering the first four laws. Lifting his chin and jutting his jaw upward, the mighty chief continued in a slightly less aggressive tone, "... Use varying methods of attack... Be versatile and agile in a fight... Be prepared..." He again looked toward his bony boy. Exhaling sharply, he mentally ticked off more failures. Hiccup lowered his head as the disappointment in his father's voice escalated, unconsciously flinching as each recited law felt like a punch to his gut.

Roughly rubbing his chin, the stern Viking struggled to continue. Wiping the nervous sweat from his brow, he turned and stared at the seated boy, his voice now devoid of all previous authoritarian gravitas. "... Keep weapons in good condition..." realizing Hiccup couldn't lift most weapons. "...Keep physically in shape and bulked up..." something the fishbone of a boy still hadn't mastered. "... Find good battle comrades..." knowing his son had no friends in the village, except for Gobber.

Gazing into saddened eyes, Stoick's face softened and his voice became flat. "It's important for a Chief to show strength and honor. For a Chief to lead men, he has to instill... loyalty... in his people. He has to be someone they trust and look up to. Someone who thinks things through clearly before acting, and makes few mistakes." Stoick's monologue abruptly ended. Turning and observing his boy, he knew the same thoughts threaded the youth's mind; it was written all over his face.

Hiccup let out a small breath he had been holding tensely, the single tear that trailed down his cheek was quickly wiped away with an awkward back-of-hand. The pain of failing his father far worse than any beating, or vicious taunt.

Stoick glanced warily at his son's pained expression. "Oh, I forgot, there's a few more..." he said gently, quickly creating new laws on the fly, knowing full well that Gunnar the Great was about to roll over in his grave. The self-loathing teen closed his eyes and exhaled dejectedly.

"A good Chief has to be honest and honorable, clever, kind, fair, and even-tempered. But above all, he's to always maintain a good sarcastic sense of humor, and a strong inner strength found only in a selfless heart." He then smiled kindly at his son, whose green eyes opened and brightened, a small grin flashing on his innocent face. 'I'm not a complete failure,' Hiccup thought, his spirit soaring.

Stoick placed a firm hand on Hiccup's shoulder and squeezed affirmingly as he looked into his son's eyes. "So you see son..." Stoick's voice now silvery and smooth, "... you have some work to do, but you have mastered some of the most important requirements needed to be a good, well-respected chief. You're well on your way." He smiled warmly at the very un-Viking-like youth who looked up proudly, a broad smile lighting his youthful face. 'So much like Valhallarama,' Stoick thought. Granted, his face was shier, more innocent, and filled with curiosity, but seeing his wife in his son's face was like seeing a ghost from the past. Stoick loved his son, but being around a child that was in so many ways like his lost love was nothing but torture and opened old, painful wounds he'd desperately wanted to close.

Two loud knocks suddenly reverberated into the room, causing both father and son to jump, jerking their heads quickly toward the front door which noisily swung open, creaking loudly as it's hinges protested against the harsh treatment. Morning light flooded into the otherwise dark room chasing away inky shadows, causing Hiccup to squint his eyes in protest.

Gobber the Belch strolled in casually, swinging his arms and whistling a very off-key tune Hiccup could only image was some offensive ditty he'd picked up on one of his long sea travels. "Sorry to interrupt you ladies..." he chided in a thick accent, pausing and placing his hands on his hips, his eyes instantly widening as they fell upon Hiccup. "But I have some business with the head maiden, here." He chirped, stealthily minimizing his shocked reaction to the boy's condition.

"I see you must be discussing your bad decision to change the Berk Crest on the front door by hacking a part of it off... Can't say I like the new design, but it's interesting... Food fer thought at the next elders meeting, eh?"

Stoick's face melted into a mix of anger and amusement, rolling his eyes at his best friend's good-natured ribbing. Turning toward Hiccup, the large hairy smithy chuckled, "If you'd excuse us lad, I need to borrow this bad tempered and..." pinching his nose shut and making choking sounds, he flicked his free hand in the air pretending to redirect the smell back toward Stoick, "... bad smelling woman here for some important village business," throwing a wink in Hiccup's direction.

"Yeah, no problem." Hiccup said smiling. "I've got, you know, manly Viking stuff to do." Standing, he flexed his non-existent biceps.

Stopping Hiccup before he could leave, Stoick smiled and put both hands on his shoulders, squeezing gently. Unspoken words seemed to pass between the pair as their eyes locked and time froze for a brief moment. "Stay out of trouble, ok?" Stoick joked nervously, slowly sliding his hands off Hiccup's shoulders and down his arms, before reluctantly releasing his boy.

"Pfft..." Hiccup scoffed playfully, tilting his head to the side slightly, "You know me. I never look for trouble."

Gobber quickly chimed in, "No, but it sure as Hel seems to hunt you down with a vengeance!" Emphasizing the word 'you', and laughing hysterically.

Gobber moved toward Stoick and subtly grabbed his upper arm tightly, tugging the chief close and whispering into his ear, "We need to talk... Now..." his normally playful face now grave with concern.

Stoick sighed disappointedly. This was the second time in as many hours he heard that phrase, and, as before, it didn't bode well.

Gobber forcibly nudged the Chief toward the door. His flattened hand against the mighty Chief's back communicated a burning sense of urgency. Hiccup watched puzzled as the two men spoke in hushed tones as they made their way toward the home's exit.

Before stepping onto the porch, the Chief turned one last time toward his son, his face serious and concerned. "Hiccup. Don't forget your offering. The festival is only a few days away, and it's very, very important that you attend and present something suitable. Is that clear? Do you understand?"

Hiccup smiled back, "Don't worry Dad. I got it covered. I won't let ya down."

The Chief looked crestfallen before a forced grin appeared under disbelieving blue eyes. Hiccup had seen that look far too often to feign ignorance at the meaning. His father gave a curt nod before quickly leaving, Gobber close in tow.

'Thanks for the vote of confidence, Dad.' Hiccup thought sarcastically, rolling his eyes. The bright room fell instantly dark as the large door swung shut, the shadows which had been chased away by the bright sunlight now reclaiming their rightful ownership.

With the fast exodus of the adults, the young teen found himself in the large house suddenly alone, the pain from his wounds screaming for attention. As he began moving, his body suddenly felt cold and achy, resistant to all motion as he labored up the stairs to his room. Grabbing a new pair of leggings and a fresh tunic from a nearby trunk, he limped down the all-too-many stairs, which seemed to have multiplied since his previous trip just moments ago, and shuffled mechanically toward the small, unkept kitchen.

Hiccup retrieved a small bowl which hung precariously from a long rusty nail on the wall, and filled it with fresh rainwater from a collection barrel that was stationed just outside the back door. Taking great efforts not to spill the precious contents, he placed the small piece of pottery on their large square, dinner table that sat centered in the room. Grabbing his side and exhaling painfully, he reached up, and standing on tip-toes, pulled down an old rag that hung from a nearby wooden beam. Dunking the almost-clean makeshift towel into the icy liquid, he let the tattered fabric drink up the cool water, watching it slowly drop to the bottom of the bowl.

Painfully, he stripped off his ripped and bloody clothes, dropping each garment unceremoniously onto the floor to pool around his feet. Kicking them aside, he fished the now drenched cloth from bowl, and began dabbing at his wounds, cleaning away the dirt and grime. While some of the cuts were superficial, several were deep and were still slowly weeping, stinging viscously when the damp rag brushed across the open skin.

Bandaging the areas the best he could, the skinny teen re-dressed and and grabbed an old, but never used, rucksack that had been haphazardly nailed on the far wall. He ran his hands knowingly over the item. A gift from his Dad when it was decided he was old enough for his first village hunting trip. Unfortunately, he spent the entire trip sick and miserable, coughing and shivering in the wet forest, scaring off every animal that came within earshot of the hunters with his clumsy falls and poorly aimed shots. Needless to say, they returned from the hunt empty-handed and furious.

Hiccup snorted and thought, 'Well, hunting just isn't my fort? . I'm more suited for activities that require a higher level of skill, like deadly sword fighting, or dragon wrestling.' The absurdity of the statement caused the him to grin broadly, shaking his head in mock amusement.

Dragging the crude rucksack along the dusty and dirtied floor, leaving a trail of cleanliness in his wake, he limped to the pantry and began rummaging for supplies. Shoving random items hurriedly into the never-used sack, he carefully calculated the amount of food needed, minimizing the weight.

"Yeah... " He grunted quietly as he lifted the sack onto his shoulders, tying the straps criss-cross over his small birdcage of a chest. "Two days out and two days back." Grabbing the shoulder straps and bouncing the sack on his back he exhaled quickly, "Not too heavy. Good thing I don't eat much."

Quickly snatching a leather water bladder as he exited the kitchen, the determined boy confidently headed toward the front door, hesitating briefly as he passed the firepit, unsure if he should leave a note for his dad. Four days wasn't a long time, he'd been gone for far longer stretches in the past and never been missed. But for some inexplicable reason this time felt different, like he wouldn't return.

Lingering a few moments before shrugging off the feeling, he chided himself for being foolish and continued on. With a strong heave, the massive, wooden door creaked and swung open, revealing the silhouette of a small seated figure patiently waiting on the porch, quietly staring out over the distant road.

Hiccup stiffened and blinked several times disbelievingly before squeaking out a name, "A-Astrid?"

The thin blonde stood and nonchalantly dusted off her skirt, deliberately hesitating before looking up at the boy in the doorway.

Hiccup's eyes widened, "W-What are you doing here?" he stuttered. "I-I thought you had work still to do for the festival?"

A very cool, unemotional voice responded, "With only four days left before Winterfillth, I figured you'd leave today for Skarstind to get that flower of yours."

"My obligatory work for the festival is done. I thought it'd be wise to accompany you on your journey." Astrid said casually.

Squinting her eyes at the disbelieving boy, her voice hardened, "Let's be clear, I usually don't follow people, but this morning you were acting weird, well, weirder. So I thought you might do something stupid, well, stupider. So here I am." She paused before firing, "Don't make too much out of it. I'm here only to stop you from killing yourself or being more stupid than usual. The thought of Snotlout becoming Chief because you stupidly die isn't..." She stopped her thought, and continued indifferently, "Well. I'm here. Deal with it."

Hiccup rolled his eyes and deadpanned sarcastically, "Well, that's a glowing assessment of my character, thank you." Stepping onto the porch he pulled the large door shut in his wake, the metal latch clicking loudly in the warm morning air.

Pausing, Hiccup exhaled and without releasing the door handle, dropped his head and stared at his toes. In a very soft voice he muttered, "You know, you don't have to come... I mean, I never asked... I'm sure I can..." Astrid raised her hand and grunted, abruptly cutting off the rambling boy. "I know. Now, if you have your gear, let's go."

Reaching out a delicate white hand, she grabbed Hiccup roughly around his non-existent bicep and dragged him off the porch, setting their pace toward the edge of the forest that lay behind his home.

Once the teens disappeared into the thicket, a figure moved stealthily from within the shadows just outside the Haddock home. It abruptly stopped near the porch to scribble on a small slip of parchment. Placing the paper into a small container affixed to a bird's leg, the figure whispered to the gyrfalcon, "Fly home, Habrok. Be swift. Time grows short."


	11. Web of Lies

**First, thank you all for sticking with my slow posts. I'll try to speed things up. Life has been a bit crazy lately...**

**I appreciate all the reviews, it helps me gauge how I'm doing.**

**A sincere thanks goes to HMP for pointing out the "stream of consciousness" technique of writing. It's really interesting, and I'd definitely like to try it since it links the reader to the character.**

**I tried to write using the stream of consciousness method just a couple times in this chapter to try it out. Let me know if I really screwed it up. I'll try to do that more in later chapters. It's actually a very good tool to suck the reader into the thoughts of the character. :-) **

**Listen, I just wanted to thank everyone who's tried to help me improve my writing. The suggestions are appreciated and I'm very grateful. I hope to someday write something original on my own, and the only way I can do that is to make sure I can please the reader. So... practice, practice, practice :-)**

**I realized one thing I'm doing wrong, and I'll try to fix that. I'm being very linear in my story telling. Everything is happening over a couple of days right now, and good stories usually take a longer timescale. I have a plot in mind, so I'm kind of trapped because I centered everything around Winterfyllith. I might not be able to incorporate a longer timeframe this time around, but I'm going to try to rework things a bit.**

**I also didn't describe the physical appearance of many of the characters well. For example, I never mentioned Gobber's pegged leg, or hooked arm. Things I should have set up early in the first couple chapters. Oh well... it's all a learning experience. **

**If I fall short on character descriptions, or lack good visual descriptions of the areas, let me know. I want you to see what I see in my head, but I think I'm still missing the mark.**

**Again, so sorry for the newbie problems. Thanks for sticking with me.**

**I lost my beta reader so the spelling and grammar might be crappy from now on... I'll do my best :-)**

**I'm rating this chapter "M" for offensive language.**

**LAST WARNING: Buckle up Buttercup... yeah... I got nothing for this chapter. Running out of buttercup sayings. Honestly, I never thought I'd get this far. I assumed I'd be laughed out of the fandom by now.**

* * *

><p><span>Chapter 10:<span>

Stoick's face was twisted into a defiant scowl, his bushy eyebrows knitted together in a tangle of fury as he strut silently down the long road toward the village square. His balled hands swung like great opposing pendulums as jagged nails dug deeply into the sensitive flesh of his palms, leaving a pattern of blood filled half-moon wounds. His footsteps fell heavily, crunching the loose stone beneath his massive body now rigid with commanding authority. His mind, clouded and pensive, slowly drank in every word of his companion's incessant chatter, processing the information as he walked.

The Chief's stern face expressed little emotion as the smithy's words devolved into a constant stream of thoughts. Jumbled words spilled quickly from dry, chapped lips as Gobber painstaking summarized every detail concerning the fire at the forge - throwing in his personal opinions for good measure. The flash of a small eye-twitch in the Chief's strong face was the only indication his battle brother's story was heard. The opposing versions clashed in Stoick's subconscious as he strode toward the village square, his jaw clenching tight, teeth gnashing together as he wrestled internally to reconcile the reports.

After a long, drawn-in breath hissed through clenched teeth, Stoick threw up his hand, abruptly cutting-off the non-stop stream-of-consciousness spewed by his friend. "I want to see the forge." He exhaled breathlessly.

"You said Hiccup had been hurt. Explain. Now." The leader's voice darkened dangerously with each raspy word. Roughly grabbing Gobber's arm, Stoick quickly changed direction toward the edge of the village square, dragging the reluctant smithy along.

Two thin grey pillars of smoke from the smoldering forge were visible as twirling wisps of blackened color, rising in the distance. The tops of the grey, swirling columns were dissipated quickly by the strong easterly breeze that brushed past the trudging duo. Quickening his long stride, Stoick quickly pulled the smithy close to his side, half-leading, half-dragging the chattering man toward the partially burnt structure.

Pulling himself free from Stoick's grip, the blonde Viking rubbed the finger-shaped bruises he was sure now marked his forearm. Bristling with annoyance he fell into step aside his friend. "I'm coming, I'm coming, don't get your undies in a bunch..." A small, annoyed grunt made Gobber immediately regret his flippant remark. Stoick the Vast was never to be trifled with when dealing with issues concerning Hiccup.

Tugging slightly as he ran his hand down his long, braided mustache, Gobber picked up the story where he'd left off. "Well, it seems the lad got some nasty burns. Nothing major to worry about, mind you. I fixed him up, good as new." Gobber's casual tone did little to hide his concern for Hiccup, nor his annoyance at being being man-handled by the Chief.

"He looked in far worse shape at your house just now. Did he happen to mention who re-arranged his face for him? That was quite some impressive body work he had done too. Any idea who did that?" Gobber asked cautiously, throwing a side glance to the Chief who continued staring forward as they marched.

"No, Gobber, he didn't. Nor did I ask." Stoick said harshly. "We're Vikings. Getting into brawls is an occupational hazard. It's not something to be babied. You know that as well as I do." Stoick huffed, eyes giving only a fleeting glance toward his traveling companion.

"Yeah, but you have to admit, the lad was in pretty banged-up shape. Or didn't you care to notice..." Pausing briefly to mockingly finish," ... Oh mighty and fearless leader?" Bobbing his head from side-to-side as he spoke, his pitch raised.

Stoick stopped abruptly, rounding on his friend, body tensed as if preparing for a fierce battle. His feet suddenly rooted where he stood, almost becoming a part of the soft, muddied Earth. A strange mix of blood-boiling fury and guilt started pulsing through his veins. After the initial shock, he suddenly charged his crass, opinionated right-hand man, flailing his arms angrily and shouting, "Of course I noticed! What are you implying?"

Puzzled by his uncharacteristically emotional friend, Gobber raised an questioning eyebrow, crossed his arms over his chest and quipped, almost amused, "Hit a nerve did I?" The curt remark produced a caustic glare from the chief as the two men stood motionless on the quiet road.

The silence was deafening. Their angry locked eyes stared unblinking, each daring the other to speak. The closeness of the heavy air weighed heavily on their tongues, coating their throats, forcing each to swallow hard. Muscles twitched as buzzing insects flitting about their sweat-drenched faces, the rapid beating of their small wings echoing in their ears like a battle cry.

Finally relenting, Gobber took pity on his befuddled friend. With slumping shoulders and rolling eyes, he huffed out an annoyed sigh. Deciding it was time to properly educate the Hooligan leader in the fine art of parenting, he barked annoyed, "Look..." Shifting his weight awkwardly onto one leg, hand on hip, he blurted, "... the lad thinks you don't much care for him... I'm just sayin'," shaking his head at the now very surprised chief.

Seeing further confusion in the Chief's face, Gobber face-palmed. Slowly dragging his gnarled hand downward in frustration, he exhaled loudly. "Oh, dear sweet Odin! I'm gonna have to spell this out for you, aren't I?" The large smithy huffed, exasperated.

Looking at the Chief disapprovingly from beneath furrowed brows, he quickly threw up his left hand, palm side up, fingers curled as if weighing a thought. "So ya got the lad here thinking he isn't nothing to you but a problem and a pain in the rear."

Raising his right hand in the same cupped fashion, he weighed his next thought equally. "Then you got you, you know, you ignoring a serious ass-kicking."

Exaggerating a tilt in his arms, Gobber jerked his hands up and down mimicking an unsteady beamscale until his left hand was far below his right. "Do ya get it now, old dense and clueless one?" the tone more accusatory than questioning.

Scanning Stoick's face for an inkling of understanding and coming up empty, he once again rolled his eyes before continuing in a softened voice. "Ya see... completely ignoring a serious ass-kicking doesn't go a long way in changing that belief. You know, the one that says you don't give a yak's ass."

Exhausted from his emotional battle with the hopelessly clueless, the blacksmith sighed heavily and layed both hands nobly upon Stoick's shoulders. "Stoick..." he said softly, waiting for the Chief's tired blue eyes to meet his. "... Did ya ever think the lad needs attention on occasion?" Scanning his friends face for understanding, he continued. "He's only a thirteen year old boy, and a scrawny one at that. He needs a father. He needs you." The Chief's eyes widened with understanding, but he remained silent, hiding all weakness.

A small, sad half-smile crossed the blonde Viking's face. "I'm a poor substitute." He offered softly.

"Although..." his eyebrows suddenly peaked, eyes and voice now playful with delight, "I'm a much better looking one than that sour-pussed, dragon-faced beast he has now... to be sure." A mocking smile breaking across his lips.

Brushing his friend's hands aside brusquely, Stoick turned, unable to face his friend. "I'm the Chief." Dropping his head he continued weakly, "There are certain expectations and obligations that go along with that position. Hiccup knows that." His voice was cold and dour.

Gobber's amusement evaporated instantly. Grabbing Stoick roughly by the shoulder he spun the large man, forcing him into a confrontation. Gobber's arms flailed as he spat annoyed, "No, he doesn't! All he knows is that his father ignores him."

Positioning himself only inches from the hulking Viking's face, Gobber almost pleaded. "You expect far too much from a little boy... Especially one without a Mum to pick up the slack when his bone-headed, asshat of a father fucks up." Stoick's eyes widened with anger.

Stepping backward a few steps, Gobber raised his hand to his forehead, rubbing his temples soothingly, frustrated with his friend's lack of comprehension. "Listen..." his tone now calm and moderated, "I noticed some nasty bruises on the lad's arms when I was banding him up after the fire. These things are happening way to often, Stoick. You need to take notice. You need to do something before you lose him, like you did Val."

Stoick opened his mouth to vehemently protest, before closing it again in resignation, the cold hard look of his friend causing him to rethink his objections.

Satisfied his burly friend would remain mute, the Smithy continued dogmatically, ticking up fingers as he spoke. "He gets his ass whooped. Body burned. Goes missing for a month before having his scrawny ass dragged back to Berk half starved, all to prove to you he's Viking material, and you just turn a blind eye? Never a word of encouragement or praise. Only criticism." Gobber's anger rose as he energetically chastised the Hooligan leader.

Shaking his head, he questioned softly, "Are you trying to drive him away? Cause if you are, you're doing a bang-up job! And if you're not... well then..." He wagged a large finger at the chief, " clearly you're a bone-headed idiot! Nooooo questioning that." Stoick sighed but remained emotionless, his gaze slowly shifting to the ground like a scolded child, unable to meet Gobber's eyes. The mighty chief suddenly looked very small, his demeanor bordering on shame as his friend laid bare his parental shortcomings.

"You don't know what you're talking about... It's complicated." He said feebly, as if in explanation. "You're not the Chief. You don't have children. I wouldn't expect you to understand..." his voice trailing off weakly.

"Try me, oh large and hairy one..." Gobber pushed mockingly, a tinge of poorly veiled sarcasm in his tone. "You've never had trouble talking to me before. Why now?" His said irritated, crossing his arms over his chest in annoyance. "What... Yak got your tongue?"

"This isn't the time, Gobber." Stoick blustered, cutting his friend off as he threw his arms down by his sides in frustration. "I've got to reconcile the different reports about the fire."

"If what you mean by..." Gobber said calmly, pausing to make air-quotes with his chubby fingers, "... 'reconcile'... is actually throwing out the bullshit that snit of a brother of yours has been pitching and twistin', then I'm glad to help." Gobber crossed his arms and scrunched his face in a mock smile, while continuing to glare scathingly at the Chief.

"It wouldn't surprise me if that meathead, idiot brother of yours was sayin' the fire was all your boy's fault." Slightly turning his head aside, he frowned disapprovingly and growled. "The man has it in for the kid..."

Ostentatiously bowing in mock respect, he finished in a sickly sweet voice, "Or haven't you noticed... O' large and wise leader of the Hairy Hooligan tribe?"

Stoick slapped his face and grunted, dragging his hand slowly downward. Rolling his eyes, he exhaled, "And I thought Hiccup was sarcastic."

Desperately trying to suppress a smile, Gobber quipped, "Well, the lad gets it from me... I'm very proud to say. It's the one skill he excels at, by the way... I'm sure ya noticed." Smiling and shaking his head, Stoick began again walking toward the edge of the Village square, signaling with a head jerk for his friend to follow.

The two men silently entered the square, slowly picking their way through the growing crowd still busily preparing for the celebration. With curt head nods, or brief greetings, passers-by respectfully acknowledged the Chief, giving the two men a wide berth as they headed toward a small path at the far end.

Once on the outskirts of the square, Gobber shot his head back and forth, scanning the area. Grabbing the Chief's arm, he stopped him and locked eyes. "Listen, Stoick... we have far more important things to discuss than the fire," he said in a hushed whisper.

"Such as?" The Hooligan leader countered loudly and unemotionally, before starting to walk again, ignoring the warnings from the nervous smithy.

"Shhh..." hissed Gobber, waving his hands rapidly in an up-and-down motion, hushing his friend. Lowering his voice conspiratorially, he reported in a harsh whisper, "Well, for one, that brother of yours has been spreading rumors. Bad ones..." The blonde Viking's eyes darted about, rechecking the vicinity for any stray villagers within earshot. "... All about how Hiccup is cursed, and if he's allowed to attend Winterfyllith, the spirits now peacefully asleep in their graves will become angry, rise, and bring a wrath only found in the depths of Hel to destroy the village."

He sarcastically finished in a high pitched tone, "Other than that, nothin' much..." Throwing a dismissive hand in the air, emphasizing the absurdity of his statement.

Stoick's brows suddenly knitted together. Stopping dead in his tracks, he jerked around and faced the shorter man. "That will never happen," he exhaled angrily, his eyes flashing with fury. "You know that as well as I do. It's pure rubbish. Who would believe such nonsense?" He boomed.

"Shhh..." Gobber hushed again, frantically waving his hands in the air. Grabbing his battle brother by the upper arm, he forcefully tugged him onward toward the forge. "Shut-it.." He urged, concerned.

Retaining his vice grip on the larger Viking's arm, Gobber whispered harshly into his ear, "Spitelout's managed to scare up quite a following of ignorant idiots." Again the smithy glanced about nervously as if expecting a sudden attack. Focusing back on Stoick, he whispered gruffly, "The talk going around is that you should be forced to ban Hiccup..." Gobber's grip unconsciously tightened as he growled, "Not just from the celebration, but from the village too."

Shaking his head disappointedly, Stoick mumbled, "I was afraid of this." His tone laced with an undercurrent of concern.

Halting, Gobber asked, "Wait... You knew?" A look of surprised shock flashed upon his leathered face. "... you knew, and you didn't tell me?" Stoick stopped a few paces ahead before turning to face his friend. His body slightly slumped from the heavy emotional weight of leadership. "Ok. Spill it. Now!" Gobber blurted demandingly.

Stoick let out an exasperated sigh, fixed his eyes on his friend, and spoke mechanically. "Spitelout came to see me earlier today. He was quite clear about how he felt about Hiccup and the festival." The cynical note was almost imperceptible, but not lost on his long-time friend.

"Aye... this is bad Stoick," the hairy smithy responded. "You know most of the village has it out for the lad anyway," he said stroking his braided beard thoughtfully. "We don't need some idiot causing trouble by riling them up even more."

"He's already twistin' what happened at the forge... gettin' people all worked up." Gobber began to pace nervously, "He's telling them that the fire was spat up straight from the bowls of Helheim as a warning. He's been telling them this is happening because of the curse of the runt."

Gobber rubbed the back of his neck with worry as he spoke. "I've never seen anyone who can lie like he does... it's practically a gift. And that snake of a son of his is pretty gifted in that area too."

The shorter man dropped his eyes, shaking his head in dismay before continuing, "I know for a fact, many are still loyal to you, even if they are less than thrilled with your son. But many aren't. This could spell big trouble. Like blood in the air for a dragon." Glancing up toward the Chief, Gobber realized Stoick's eyes reflected a great sadness. Something he'd never seen in his friend. Suddenly, something odd flashed across Stoick's face, an emotion Gobber couldn't quite read.

Clearing his throat, the Chief barked, "Let's go." All facial emotion now evaporated.

Walking side by side in silence, the two men finally reached the partially burnt forge. Stopping at the main entrance, Gobber busied himself with sorting damaged pieces of the structure into piles of usable material, while Stoick continued on, slowly circling the structure surveying the damage. Taking mental notes, the Hooligan Chief attempted to reconcile the two very different stories he'd been told using the physical evidence.

A glimmer in the soil caught Stoick's eye. Slowly kneeling, he brushed his hand through the gravely dirt and fine ash, gingerly moving aside the shreds of damp, damaged wood littering the ground looking for the initial cause of the blaze. With a disappointed exhale, he rubbed his hands together, brushing away the dirt and ash that clung to his palms. It was clear one person had been truthful.

Slowly rising, the Chief continued his inspections before finally joining his friend by the main door. Scowling, he exhaled in relief, "The fire wasn't caused by the fire in the pit. The location is wrong, and the fire burned far too hot initially." His head rose a bit as he swallowed with relief, "I conclude, negligence by Hiccup wasn't the cause."

"No shit. Isn't that what I've been trying to beat into your thick Viking skull for the last hour?" Gobber turned and spat annoyed, raising a finger and opening his mouth to say something before falling silent.

Stoick threw his companion a cross look before crossing his arms and raising his eyebrows, "Go ahead. Finish what you're thinking. Get it all out of your system."

Gobber gestured for Stoick to follow as he ambled to a nearby rock. Sitting, he placed his hands on his thighs for support and slouched, head bowed.

"Stoick, it's not my place to speak ill of your kin..." Gobber started off gently. "But Spitelout has had a terrible terror up his ass ever since Hiccup was born. And let me tell you, that beast has been biting the shit out of him this past year." He finished agitated.

"And that's not considered speaking ill of my kin!?" Stoick shot back growling, mouth wide open in disbelief as he shook his head in frustration.

"Now shut it and listen. This is for your own good, so stop interrupting you pig-headed boar." Gobber continued, before giving the Chief a cross look.

"Oh, and wipe that sour look off your puss." He scolded. "I'm telling you this stuff for your own good, ya damn idiot. Somebody's got to beat some sense into ya." The smithy exhaled annoyed. Looking up and tapping his chin with his index finger. "Now where was I..." he questioned himself before being abruptly cut off.

"If anyone else spoke to me like this, I'd have their head on a pike." Stoick threatened his longtime friend half-heartedly.

"I know, I know..." he waved his hands dismissively, "Now shut it and let me get this out already. You broke my train of thought again." Rolling is eyes, and scrunching his face, he searched for his last thought. "Ah..." he exhaled snapping his fingers, "... yeah..."

Suddenly a strange, grave look overtook Gobber's face. "I know extensive sea faring can be tough on a soul, but Spitelout hasn't been himself this past year." Sighing, the sitting Viking looked up, his eyes betraying his concern.

"He's even more restless and agitated now, after his return from his last trip. His behavior is affecting the tribe, Stoick. And not in a good way. You can't ignore the trouble brewing anymore. You'll have to act soon... kin or no."

Stoick's mouth opened and Gobber's hand shot quickly upward, his head cocking in annoyance as he silenced the budding protest from his agitated friend.

"And it's not just Spitelout, although he's the worst," Gobber huffed. "A few other Vikings you sent on long missions for food and trading have turned sour too. I think you expect too much from too few. Resentment is building. And the focus seems to be on you and the lad... well, mostly the lad."

"While I don't worry much about you..." the smithy said, wagging his calloused finger at the Chief. "... the wee lad is another story. If the state of his body today is any indication, then things have been getting much worse. It's affecting other families too." Gobber huffed, shifting his weight from one butt cheek to the other.

Grimacing when a sharp edged rock dug into no-man's land, he grunted, "Sending Kolson on those long missions was a mistake. How long has he been gone for now? Four months, maybe more?" Gobber looked down shaking his head. Looking up, he pointed his finger at Stoick, "Without a strong hand around, his son has turned into a little prick." With deep concern in his eyes, he dropped his hand and softly warned, "I can't stand the way that boy looks at Hiccup."

Shifting his body clumsily, he pushed himself forward and leaned toward the Chief, whispering harshly. "It's weird. It's not right. That boy's not right in the head. He's got a screw loose and he's dangerous... I'd bet my good leg on that."

"Even now, the Roduulfson and Finnbogason boys are stirring up trouble. I know it... The hairs on the back of my neck are standing up. I see them hanging with Snotlout. I know they're up to no good."

Stoick started pacing as he began explaining, running his hand roughly over his face, "I don't have many options, Gobber. The village is small." The Chief swept his hand back toward the bustling village. "We need to explore, hunt, fish and trade to survive. I can't just magically create more hands to share in the burden. This isn't the mainland, we don't have their resources. Several unforeseen accidents have already decreased our food supplies for the winter. If we don't do something now, we won't last until the spring thaw."

"Aye..." Gobber sighed sympathetically. "I know..." Standing and feeling the rich ache in his muscles, he stretched and moved toward the Chief.

"I'm still suspicious of those accidents. Something smells rotten, and for once it's not you." He chuckled throwing a wink toward his longtime friend. "Seriously, though... " he exhaled thoughtfully, "I can't put my finger on it... but it's got my hackles up. Something's not right, I can feel it."

Stoick grinned, the concern which threaded his face now replaced by commanding authority. "Don't worry, my friend. As for the boys, we'll just deal with them as issues arise. I think your concern is misplaced, old friend." A large hand congenially slapped Gobber's back as the Chief smiled warmly at the disbelieving smithy.

"Maybe, Stoick... maybe. We'll see. But there was talk that Spitelout would go to the elders and demand an Einvigi. That's not misplaced concern. Do you know what would happen to Hiccup if that happened? I do!"

Stoick snapped his head and became rigid, "What! You know better than to listen to idle gossip. That will never happen! They'd have to send me to Helheim's gate first!"

"Well, in case you haven't been paying attention, Oh dim one, I think that's their overall plan... There are evil things afoot here, Stoick, or haven't you been listening."

Surreptitiously glancing left and right, and over both shoulders for good measure, Gobber leaned toward the chief, "Mark my words... You best be cautious."

Seeing the disbelieving look on the Chief's face, he quickly admonished in a harsh whisper, "If you don't care enough to look after yourself, at least keep a close eye on the lad."

"Don't' worry old friend," Stoick roughly grabbed the smithy's shoulder, reassuring him with a gentle tug. "I won't let anything happen to Hiccup. He's all that I have left." His voice trailed off softly and sadly.

Gobber opened his mouth to speak, but before he could continue, Ruffnut and Tuffnut, a pair of fourteen year old towheaded fraternal twins, came running toward the forge, each breathless. The male twin, Tuffnut, who was far less violent than his female counterpart, began speaking incoherently as he repeatedly sucked in air between each choppy word. The exaggerated bobbing of his head after each gasp produced a comical display of speak-and-grab, as he grappled with his horned helmet desperately trying to keep it from being thrown off his head.

"Shhh... She wants... lllll... like now... shhhh... she said... you come now..." The heavily breathing male choked out, before getting struck hard on the side of the head and knocked to the ground by his slightly smaller female counterpart.

Shooting her brother a scathing look, the blonde female who sported two long side braids which poked out oddly from under her Viking helmet, said breathily, "W-What... m-my complete blathering... b-brain-dead... i-idiot of a brother... m-means to s-say... i-is that the seer... t-told us... t-to find you... S-She needs ... n-needs a word with the you." Her head also bobbing with each gasp.

Steading her head, she looked directly at the Hooligan leader, her breath now coming in long, drawn-out gasps as she tried to slow the air escaping her in heavy pants. "She said, right now!" The urgency and subtle fear in her voice was odd. Stoick knew her to be strong and virtually unshakable, but he could tell the girl was spooked.

A sudden concern swept through the mighty chief causing him to shudder. Only once before had he been summoned by the seer with such urgency. That day burned in his memory like dragon's fire. It was the day Val died.
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><p>Chapter 11<br>========

Time seemed to stop.

The breeze eerily calmed.

The world around them stilled.

Stoick quietly gasped, sucking in a small breath before freezing. His mind went dark...

The beating of his heart pounded in his ears like a drum; its tune was that of pure fear. Slowly releasing his breath, Stoick shot a concerned glance toward Gobber as the fear slowly built in his gut. Squaring his chin, he puffed out his chest and strode past the panting teens and puzzled smithy, making a beeline for the seer's hut. The trio of remaining Vikings shot puzzled looks before quietly falling into step several paces behind.

Stoick's mind whirled. What could the seer want? Why would he be summoned? Why today? Why now? Where was Hiccup? Had something happened? No... No... He promised to stay out of trouble... He was back at the hut... safe... alive. Out of harm's way... He was protected... Oh, dear sweet Odin... this time please... I beg you, please... this time let him have listened... The thoughts burned like a wildfire in his heart. The effort to keep moving forward was almost too great as an overwhelming fear engulfed him. "No..." he whispered, shaking his head slowly as if he could undo what was about to unfold.

When Stoick entered the village square, he was snapped out of his wild thoughts by the frantic motion of a very massive, blonde teen with a wild-eyed, flushed face running frantically. Flagging him down, the youth skidded to a stop a few paces in front of the Chief. The harried fish-like teen looked panicked, well, more panicked than his normal state of anxiety and confusion. "Fishlegs, where's the seer?!" Stoick demanded.

Shaken by the Chief's booming voice, the fifteen year old began to stutter nervously, lowering his head after drinking in the site of two very large, and scowling Viking leaders, flanked by a pair of dim-witted fraternal twins. Raising a trembling arm, he pointed.

The Chief's eyes darted quickly in the direction of the shaking finger. Inhaling quickly, Stoick squinted and focused his attention on the small windowed wooden shack nestled within a group of evergreen trees at the edge of town. "Ah..." he sighed, "... the divination hut." With a pounding heart he set off toward the small building, knowing the seer only took visitors when things were grim.

After a few long strides, he turned and faced three puzzled teenagers and one very worried-looking smithy. "If you see Hiccup, tell him..." he paused, gathering his thoughts, "... just tell him I'm looking for him. Tell him to go home and wait for me. Tell him not to leave the house."

Stoick turned, and was suddenly startled as a high-pitched screech ripped through the air. "S-Sir?"

Stoick turned and stared down at the terrified, trembling youth who appeared about to release his bladder. Raising his brows, the Chief nodded, signaling the teen to continue. Wringing his hands, the terrified fish-like boy cleared his throat and attempted to drop his voice an octave, "Well, we haven't seen him since this morning when he was talking to Astrid and ..."

Before the full sentence escaped Fishleg's lips, it was quickly hijacked and completed by Tuffnut, "... ran off because he was acting all stupid and clumsy because... " he hesitated before turning his head, crossing his eyes, and making gagging noises by pretending to stick his finder down his throat.

Without missing a beat, Ruffnut completed her twin brother's thought, "... he was coming on to Astrid, the ice queen, and she totally blew him off. Completely humiliated him... Heh. It was pure enjoyment to watch. Just magical..." She finished by crossing her arms and smirking, obviously amused, "She impressed me. But I would have done better. There needed to be some form of physical pain for my satisfaction."

Stoick's eyes widened, "Hiccup... Hiccup spoke to Astrid? Directly?" A look of confusion plastered upon his lined face.

"Yeah, and then he ran off with his tail between his legs, "Ruffnut snorted. Laughing, she snarked, "Guess he couldn't take the humiliation in front of his loooooove..." Smirking, Tuffnut flapped his arms and made clucking noises as his scratched the dirt. In support, a chorus of smoochy sounds and lewd groans rang out from the other teens in support.

Shaking his head in annoyance, the Chief exhaled and turned to leave the guffawing trio of teens. Suddenly a rough hand grabbed his shoulder holding him in place. Stoick jerked his head to the side, his eyes locking onto another's. "I'm here if you need me... always. I've got your back." Gobber said in a gruff, worried voice.

Stoick clasped his large hand on top of his friends. "I know that. I've always known that."

Reluctantly releasing the Chief's arm, Gobber watched his friend turn and head toward the seer's shack. His long strides lacked their former confidence.

It only took a few moments for the Chief to make his way to the partially hidden shack. Standing before the plain, slightly warped brown door, he mustered all his courage to reach up a hand and pull the rickety door open. The Hooligan leader was a fearless Viking, yet all his bravery ebbed away as he eyed the small door handle ominously jutting out of the modest structure. His mind started to spin as sweat beaded on his brow, slowly rolling down the curves of his tanned, lined cheek, only to disappear within his bushy red beard. Why was he summoned... Why now... Why the urgency... Why was the seer in her divination room requesting an audience... This was odd. This was a bad omen. This was like... it was like when he was summoned at Hiccup's birth... It was like when he was told... only one would survive.

Stoick bowed his head, remembering the pain of that day. Remembering how he wanted to die... Remembering how seeing his newborn son for the first time gave him a reason to live... Remembering how everyone told him it was a mistake to save his weak, runt-of-a son...

A very small, sad smile broke across the mighty Chief's lips. He knew they got it all wrong...

He was the weak one. Hiccup saved him. Saved him from despair... Saved him from a life of loneliness... Saved him from losing his true love forever... Because as long as Hiccup lived, so did she.

With great trepidation, Stoick reached out a trembling hand and grabbed the rusted handle. Slowly lifting the oddly hot latch out of its pedestal, he slowly pushed the small door open and paused for a long moment in the doorway. Peering cautiously inside, he let his tired eyes adjust to the dark and dusty interior. Slowly, the shapes and features started to materialize out of the darkness.

Very little adorned the plain, wooden walls of the small, modest structure. Each of the four walls was marked with a a large, carefully drawn reddish symbol, encircled by many strange, carelessly scribbled black runes, none of which were recognizable by the Chief. Each symbol was unique and seemed to almost pulsate in the dim, flickering light, mimicking breathing. The place felt almost alive.

The Chief's eyes continued to scan over the dimly lit room, drinking in every small detail. His eyes immediately stopped when they fell upon a short, wobbly table, accompanied by two adjacent chairs in the middle of the single-room hut. Upon the table lay an open book with many more odd-looking scribbled runes scattered across the tattered and dirtied pages, filling the margins. An old feather quill, still dripping with fresh ink rested in the gutter of the book, the ink well nearby almost dry from use.

A sudden large snap and crackle from burning wood echoed loudly into the otherwise soundless room, causing Stoick's eyes to suddenly lock onto the small, smoke-dirtied hearth near the far wall. Watching mesmerized, his eyes followed the delicate flames from the cool-burning fire, as they reached up and gently licked the bottom of a small, dark gray metal pot hanging from a metal tripod.

The brownish liquid steamed and slowly churned, occasionally bubbling over the side, producing large sizzling sounds as the brew dripped onto the hot embers. The aroma emitted by the vaporizing droplets filled the room with an aroma so foul, the Chief wrinkled his nose in disgust.

Dutifully standing over the slowly browning mixture stood the seer, Gríma, dressed in a simple dark blue, knee length tunic, trimmed in a bright gold braid. Meticulously stirring the odious, curling fluid, she chanted softly in an unknown tongue, apparently unaware of her curious visitor frozen in the doorway.

Without warning, two words loudly reverberated through the noiseless room, "Sit Down!"

Startled by the fierceness in her voice, Stoick quickly took a step back before regaining his composure. Hurriedly moving toward the rickety table, he awkwardly pulled out the small chair opposite the old book and quill and seated himself quickly. A loud scraping sound of wood-against-wood screeched into the quiet room as he scooted his chair forward, clumsily squeezing his large frame under the small table.

Sitting rigidly, shoulders thrown back, he stared forward somberly at some nonexistent object on the far wall. After several long minutes, he slowly placed his large, sweaty hands gently on the tabletop, palms facing down. The Chief's eyes started shifting uneasily from the wall toward the the only other figure in the room, patiently waiting to be acknowledged. The almost-always-fearless leader blew out a long steadying breath through pursed lips, clearing his mind and calming his anxiety, unaccustomed to being the quiet, submissive figure in any room.

The seer widened her stance to more aggressively stir the foul liquid, making several strong rotations before releasing the old metal spoon, allowing it to drop loudly against the rim of the cauldron-like pot. Wiping her hands on her tunic, she spoke without turning. "The future is difficult to see... forever changing... like the endlessly shifting sands on the sandy shore... pulled and pushed by the rolling waves. Your son's future is difficult to see, but a nexus seems to surround him. I've never felt anything like it. It's as if he's the epicenter of a strong disturbance. The focal point of evil. Exactly what, I can't say. The signs are too murky to be seen clearly."

Stoick's nails dug into the soft wood of the table as he blurted out, "Hiccup? But he's just one small, insignificant boy. How could this be?"

Shaking his head in disbelief, Stoick's eyes grew unfocused, "He's just... just a small boy. Just one little boy... No one of consequence." He muttered weakly, eyes filling with unshed tears.

Almost soundlessly, Gríma grabbed a small object off the mantle and reached for a cane propped against the wall. Awkwardly hobbling toward the table, she seated herself in the unoccupied chair. Placing a small item next to the old, leather bound book, she started scribbling in the book, never making eye contact with the Chief.

The ancient, fragile looking vase contained a single flower; the Meadowrue flower, known for it's hardiness and longevity. The site of the slowly dying flower sent a cold shiver up the Chief's spine, instantly whisking him away into his memories. The last time he had seen this vase and flower was at the beside by his dying bride.

Slowly raising her wrinkled, withered hand, she licked her slightly trembling thumb and index fingers. Grabbing a dirtied page from the book, she ran her fingers up and down the edge of the page lovingly, savoring the slightly rough texture before slowly turning the page. The sound of crackling parchment sent shivers up the Chief's spine as he silently watched the seer flip through several pages of the incantation filled Galdor book before softly speaking, her voice now soft and raspy. "Much divination will be done on Winterfillth night when I take vigil in the graveyard of our ancestors. It's then I'll better see the fates of the younglings. But there is a darkness growing which is clouding and altering your boy's future."

Gríma slowly looked up into Stoick's fearful eyes with great concern. "I see a dark hand reaching for your son. Its grip beginning to tighten."


	13. Hel's Hold

Welcome Back!

I'm sorry for the delay in writing but we moved two times in the last six months and life has been pretty crazy. I'm hoping that things have settled down enough to allow me to start writing regularly again. We'll see...

Anyway, thanks for hanging in there with me.

A special thanks goes to all of you who've reviewed my chapters. Even if I don't mention you by name, I've listened to what you've said and it gives me ideas on how to create a better experience for the reader.

I'm actually kind of floored that people are still willing to read my story. Awesome! I'm thinking my English teacher is rolling over in her grave... The sea sponge hasn't been laughed out of existence yet!

Buckelup Buttercup... we are now moving into uncharted territories.

* * *

><p><span>Chapter 12: Hel's Hold<span>

The gyrfalcon flew swiftly. Its solid black eyes, narrowed and focused on the distant horizon, methodically searched for it's final destination. The endless expanse of sea, cloaked by the greying sky of an impending storm, seethed mercilessly far below the small, isolated flyer.

With every beat of its massive, heavily feathered wings, moisture laden air rustled between it's large, black-spotted-white feathers and over it's broad chest. Struggling against turbulent air currents fed by the wild sea, its small, agile body was rocked and buffeted as it weaved and bobbed on the brewing storm's strong prevailing headwinds. Using it's long, barred tail as a rudder, it sliced through the warm mid-Autumn air, it's instinctual course etched deep within the its subconscious. A single, isoloated thought pulsating through it's mind as it shot like an arrow through the air... 'Home.'

After several long, arduous hours of flight, the air turned bitterly cold as a small, dark grey speck appeared on the distant horizon. The bird's pupils suddenly narrowed into fine, obsidian slits as it's powerful body tensed, beginning it's descent. The far-off speck slowly enlarged and grew into a great wedge of jagged, granite cliffs which jutted out high above the boiling, freezing sea, it's curved outline cold and menacing against the dark, grey clouds.

As large swells of waves crashed violently into the base of the massive, rocky outcropping, the shy sun peeked through the cloud cover, slightly brightening the overcast skies. Several scattered, newly-freed beams struck the falcon's body as it tucked its wings close and streaked toward the ground, lighting it like a shooting star.

Fighting against the strong updrafts in the the icy air, the large bird's body pitched wildly as it swept toward the ground. Wending its way through the many huts and stone buildings littering the hillside, it abruptly changed course and headed for a huge, ancient looking, stone structure atop the tall cliffs.

The unwelcoming structure was shrouded by a thick mist created by the crashing, curling waves which pummeled the cliff's weather-worned face. The massive base of the enormous, desolate castle was carved directly into the cliff's top, creating the illusion of a tireless watchman overlooking the sea, waiting for lost souls to be ferried to its unfriendly shores by an uncaring current. The many turrets of the once mighty fortress shot upward from the cliff's pinnacle acting as a symbol of both strength and warning to those unlucky souls who dared land on its cursed shores. It's once pristine exterior now covered with moss and thorny vines taking hole where the stone had begun to crumble from age and neglect.

Like a skilled acrobat, the bird fanned open it's large wings using the wind as a air break. Furiously beating opposite the direction of flight, it slowed itself quickly. The falcon's homing sense needed little guidance as it suddenly veered past the decaying and crumbling castle and headed for it's final destination; A small stone building, littered among many, that lay cast in the citadel's shadow.

As the gyrfalcon glided toward the single-windowed slate building, its wings whipped through the cool, damp air slowing it to a hover. Extending razor sharp talons it reached out and grasped a large perch positioned just outside the shack's wooden door. Upon landing, the bird's weight rocked the wooden arm, loudly jingling a small bell, signaling the messengers' pet had arrived.

Almost instantly the unshaven face of a man in his mid thirties appeared in the crudely arched glass window aside the small door, his reflection scattered and twisted across the patterned frame's edges. The face disappeared almost as quickly as it appeared, and the hut's small door slowly creaked open. Emerging from the darkened hut was a man clad in a simple grey, knee length tunic with a large, white-fur trimmed cape thrown across his shoulders. The long red cape flapped in the breeze as he struggled to tighten the white sash around his waist.

Rubbing sleep filled eyes with with balled fists, he squinted at the slowly brightening skies, noting it was almost mid-day. After quickly running his hands through messy black hair, he plucked a bowl-shaped helmet from a nearby hook and placed it on his head, the long chainmail curtain clanking loudly as it dropped loosely onto his shoulders. Etched elegantly into the long, prominent nose guard of the helmet was an ornate set of runes representing his rank and position.

Satisfied he was now properly attired, the messenger smiled and moved toward the falcon. Reaching out, he ran his hand over the bird's head and scratched affectionately before running it down it's broad chest. With a voice coated with sleep, he cooed softly, "Good boy, Hábrók. Well done." The bird closed it's eyes and nuzzled affectionately into it's master's hand before extending it's long, thin leg.

Carefully removing the small wooden container, the man gingerly tucked it into one of several specially designed pockets that had been sewn onto his tunic. Reaching into the opposite pocket, he removed a few strands of raw meat and a dangled them enticingly before the gyrfalcon. Hungrily, the large bird opened it's beak and awaited it's treat. Dropping the reward into the bird's mouth, the man lovingly stroking the bird's chest. Leaning in, he issues several hushed directives before his eyes involuntarily shot toward the foreboding stone structure.

Summoning his courage he drew a deep breath, stood at attention, and began the slow trek up the hill to a small, wood-slatted door which hung crookedly on its hinges. The door led down to the dungeons and to the dark room he scanty visited over the last thirteen years. Each visit was worst than the last. This time the visceral feeling of terror wrenched at his gut, slowly growing in intensity. With all the pieces now in place, he knew the time had finally arrived.

When the messenger entered the castle he was greeted by dank, stale air that burned his lungs with each inhale. An unnatural darkness filled the small entryway, devouring the few rays of light that entered through the open door like a hungry predator. The space had an empty and lifeless feeling, like an open grave waiting to be filled.

A few paces beyond the door the floor opened, like a gaping maw of a dragon, displaying a set of jagged, teeth-like stone stairs cut directly into the granite. The narrow, spiral stairwell led downwards, deep into the cliff's side.

Grabbing a wall torch, the messenger began his descent down the tight, spiral staircase. The cold, damp air wrapping around his body like large, frozen fingers, squeezing out every last vestige of internal warmth. With a palm braced against the slick surface, he crept slowly down the slime-covered steps, digging his nails into the crumbling stone to maintain balance.

The torch's dim light danced off the small veins of white quartz running through the stone, eerily illuminating the staircase as it followed the gentle curve, only to vanish around the next bend. After silently counting five rounds of curves, he emerged into the dimly lit corridor which plagued his dreams.

The bottom of the staircase was far below ground level. The light, filtering into the dark corridor from a small, jagged quasi-window, did little to chase away the ominous shadows which inhabited the cold, empty hallway. The dimness gave the impression of eternal twilight despite the burgeoning sunlight breaking through the overcast skies.

Peering down the featureless passageway, the messenger hesitantly edged his feet forward. The light patter of his booted footsteps echoed endlessly off the bare walls of the stone prison. Small moans wafted through the stagnant air as he trudged his way toward the large mahogany doors at the opposite end. The screams of those dammed to live in the small, metal prisons lining the corridor echoed in his head like an bad omen.

The few fearless rays of sunlight that dared venture into the unholy space were immediately scattered by the metal doors, producing eerie skull-like patterns which danced beneath his feet like a macabre roadmap. Finding himself once again in front of of the large, double mahogany doors, his eyes trailed slowly downward, noting no stream of cold light beneath the door. "The beast must be asleep..." he whispered before correcting himself, "No..." he shuddered, "...the beast never sleeps."

Raising a shaky fist, he knocked thrice, hesitating as the echo spread through the large darkened room. Not waiting for a response, he grasped the ornate door handle, and pushed hard.

The heavy door, now warped with age, creaked open in protest. A strong rush of warm, putrid air, tinged with a wafting scent of stale blood, wash over his face, ruffling his hair as it passed. Instinctively, he grimaced and stepped back, slamming his eyes shut as images of foul deeds flooded his mind.

Taking a deep breath, the messenger stepped into the room, leaving all hope on the door's threshold ...


	14. The Room of Refinement

Hi folks,

At this point I don't think many folks are still reading this story, but I'll keep going.

For those of you still reading... thanks. I do appreciate the reviews. I'm trying to roll in all the comments and use it to improve my writing style and the story line. I actually think I'm getting worse as I go. LOL!

Anyway...

Buckup Buttercup: The darkness grows.

* * *

><p><span><strong>Chapter 13: The Room of Refinement<strong>

Inky blackness, like the pit of Hel's soul, filled the immense room like a noxious, suffocating cloud. The overly pungent smell of exotic aromas hung thickly in the dank and musty air, savored like a delicious meal by the cloaked figure hunched in front of a large table, scribbling fiendishly on a long piece of tattered parchment. The once raging pit fire was now all but extinguished from the long hours of solitude in the damp, cold dungeon. Its slowly dying embers casting long, shadowy images on the cold stone walls.

The erratic quill motion, reflected ominously in cold, grey eyes, suddenly stopped. "Enter." A voice croaked from the darkness.

The messenger bowed his head and moved silently into the darkened room, heading straight toward a large chalk-drawn circle. Entering the ring, he knelt quickly, both knees hitting hard on the cracked stone floor.

After so many visits to the cursed place he had become familiar with every scent, every last one; some pleasant, others not. Some smelled like burning flesh, others like sweet honey. Some of the oddest aromas could only be defined by their physical effects on his body, causing either a dulling of the brain, or a tingling of the nerves where he felt he'd explode out of his skin.

This time, mixed with the usual smells in the room, there was something else wafting in the air... something very different.

Something unfamiliar...

Something he couldn't quite place...

Something he had smelled before when the experiments ended, but somehow it was different this time...

A sickly sweet smell that crept up through his nose and clung to his throat. The smell seemed to relax his mind, making it wander aimlessly. A sudden traveling sensation took grip of his thoughts, whisking them away to a dark place in the farthest corner of his mind. A lonely dark place where he was trapped and alone; fear and confusion his only companions.

Shaking away the feeling, the messenger refocused on the room.

The large quiet chamber, had changed since his last visit. The onyx pedestal now contained a stack of open books. The ornate silver dagger had been stabbed into the topmost book, it's once sharp, pristine blade now tarnished and dull. Next to it was the the old metal cup, filled with an odd bubbling mixture, emitting a strange hissing sound like a captured soul trying to escape bondage.

The many strange-looking herbs and potions had multiplied by ten fold. Scattered like leaves in autumn, corked vials of liquids and dried plants now occupied every available surface. The open vials each emitted strange, swirling wisp of colored smoke, all mixing to form a rainbow of colors as they drifted upward, eventually disappearing into the shadows of the ceiling. The other vials, not piled onto the warped shelves or stuffed into small crevices, were discarded into a large pile in the corner, their colorful contents slowly oozing and mixing, creating a small pool of greying metallic liquid.

The many books that had once neatly lined the warped wooden bookcases or were stacked orderly on the stone floor, had also multiplied. Many of the ancient looking volumes now lay open, dangling carelessly off the edges of the shelves, while others haphazardly littered the floor, some of which had their pages ripped from the binding. In the rooms far corner, segments of torn pages were laid in two strange runic patterns which he had seen before, but now couldn't place.

Several larger books, arranged in a perfect semi-circle on the the long, wooden table, were splayed before the hooded figure currently scribbling furiously, apparently oblivious to the messenger's presence. Occasionally the figure would freeze, chant a few unintelligible words, flip a page in a random book, and again begin scribbling. The rhythm of the behavior was strangely soothing, bordering on hypnotic.

Breaking from the trance-like scene, the messenger's eyes diverted to scan the plain, cold grey stone wall to his right. The smooth rock which had once contained thick wall chains, now had propped against it a large, high backed wooden chair with locking leather straps at the thighs, forearms, chest and across the forehead. The large dark cabinet which had rested against the wall was moved toward the rooms center, making space for a small, human length table, which had been modified to strap down a body. The dark stains on the table and chair made obvious their use.

The tales told by the guards had grown gruesome over the years. 'Worse than dying a thousand deaths...' he whispered, his mind filling with dark, pervasive thoughts.

Suddenly the scribbling noises stopped, as a pair of cold grey eyes lifted. The quill was gently placed onto the warped wooden table, perfectly perpendicular to the old parchment.

The quick snap of ink-stained fingers jolted the messenger into alertness.

"I-I beg forgiveness for the interruption...," his raspy voice sputtered nervously, beads of sweat forming on his brow. "But a messenger hawk has arrived... I-It brings the news you've awaited."

Fumbling for the small tube tucked in his pocket, he gingerly unrolled the small parchment square and began reading. "The fire was partially successful. Dissent grows, but slowly..."

Trying to soften the dismal news, he interjected panicked. "The child is still scheduled to attend the festival. We will double our efforts until the task is done... I beg your forgiveness for..." A gnarled hand suddenly shot up, cutting him off mid-sentence.

The hand remained motionless before bony fingers slowly closed into a tight fist. The hovering arm dropped onto the tabletop with a loud thud. The figures back straightened, and the head tilted slightly to the side before nodding once to continue.

"T-The... i-informant on Berk tells us we have an target of opportunity." He sputtered quickly, "My son sends news that the chiefling boy is headed toward Skarskind mountain. He's already left."

The seated figure raised an eyebrow, a smirk forming on the hidden face.

"There's a problem... He's not alone... He has a companion."

A low snake-like hiss emerged through gritted teeth. The cloaked figure's eyes narrowed as the long piece of parchment was crumpled in an iron grip.

After a strong angry exhale, fingers began mindlessly drumming the hard tabletop in a rhythmic cadence. "I can compensate for this..." the figured whispered. "The companion is expendable, but that might bring unwanted attention... Yesssss... yesssss I have something that can take care of the situation nicely. Sssssssoon..."

The drumming suddenly stopped and the scraping of a chair over stone caused the messenger to stand to await his new orders. The soft padding of feet, and the quiet rustling of a cloak drew the messenger's eyes to a wall lined with many foul powders and potions. A odd vial was snatched off the lower shelf, and the tarnished silver dagger was hastily pulled out of the old book.

The items were tossed onto the table, scattering across the pitted top, clanking loudly as metal and glass collided. "Take it. Do as you've been told." The figure turned and headed back toward the table.

Hurrying, the messenger gathered the items and shoved them into his pockets. Bowing low, he slowly backed away toward the mahogany doors, watching the figure reseat.

A long exhale of muttered words, drifting in the air like a moan. "Now go..."

The quill was raised and a fresh piece of parchment was plucked from a pile and put into place. Dipping the finely decorated plume into a small inkwell, three lines were hastily scribbled onto the page; darkness falling on the paper as the mahogany doors swung shut.

'Take him...'

'Turn him...'

'Kill HIM!'


End file.
